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abstract
The article examines the deliberate process of depoliticizing 
contemporary art in Russia. The repressive laws introduced also 
target art, especially certain themes, and there is heightened 
censorship: furthermore, law enforcement exerts direct pres-
sure on individual art institutions and artists. Simultaneously, 
the state is implementing large-scale programs to support 
(state-approved) contemporary art: constructing new muse-
ums, organizing street art competitions, and supporting the 
art market. At times, the authorities employ a form of “agenda 
hijacking,” adopting globally relevant themes in the art world, 
such as decolonization. For the average citizen, an illusion of a 
vibrant contemporary art scene is created. Meanwhile, over the 
two years of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the ideological 
component of art, built on propaganda or stylistic canons, has 
not become central.
KEYWORDS: Depoliticization, contemporary art, censorship, 
art market, Russia.

by Olga Alter

A STRATEGY  
FOR NORMALIZATION  

OF THE CURRENT REGIME  
IN RUSSIA 2022–2024

A s the full-scale invasion began, urgent political ac-
tion by the Russian state a!ected the domain of art, 
too, where repressive measures were intensi"ed and 
also in some ways streamlined. Clearly de"ned were 

the forbidden themes — controversial history,1 LGBTQ+,2 calling 
out the invasion as the “war”,& criticizing the government and 
the church4 — and examples were made with the demonstrative 
punishment of a series of artists, musicians, and performers; 
even some moderately loyal heads of museums were removed.( 
Yet these measures are not limited to restrictions; a “productive” 
goal is also being pursued of forming new art and new relations 
between society, the state and the creatives themselves. This 
process can be described as a deliberate depoliticization of art.

The term “depoliticization” requires clari"cation in this con-
text. For example, depoliticization in American art of the 1)40s 
referred to the artists’ conscious rejection of subordination to 
any of the political systems.6

In present-day Russia, the term implies a new “tacit contract” 

DEPOLITICIZATION 
OF ART

PHOTO SOURCE: 1703AF.RUVisitor to the first edition of the 1703 Fair in St Petersburg in 2022. 
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between the authorities and the creative community., Following 
the delineation of forbidden subject matter and more forceful re-
pressions, several scenarios for a new arts policy emerged in the 
public conversation. From among these scenarios, two major av-
enues of e!ort can be identi"ed: to create new “appropriate/pa-
triotic” art falling back on the blueprint of the Soviet past and to 
curate a politically neutral sampling of already well-established 
contemporary art.

IN THE EFFORT to ensure these aims, art in Russia that shows 
support for the war in one way or another is now called Z-art, 
Z-poetry, Z-!lm, etc. However, this attempt seems so far to have 
failed.8 A rare success story under the rubric of “Z-art” is Sha-
man, a pop singer whose patriotic music videos can net up to 50 
million views over a year.9 Criticism of Shaman often mentions 
the similarity of styling in his stage performances to the Nazi aes-
thetic.&0 Since the state has not initiated any “Z-art” exhibitions 
at major government-run museums over the past two years, the 
exhibitions of art directly related to the “special military opera-
tion” have been limited to the private Wagner Center in St. Pe-
tersburg, the Victory Museum of Military History in Moscow, and 
a number of insigni!cant venues on the periphery.&&

The most famous contemporary artist, who received the pres-
tigious Kandinsky Prize in 200- and takes a tough pro-authority 
stance, is Alexey Belyaev-Gintovt.12 In 202& he posted on social 
media to lament the lack of patriotic painters on the Russian art 
scene and the lack of “any indication that a ‘patriotic’ project 
might be emerging” that he has been able to see.1& Belyaev-
Gintovt is a close ally of Aleksandr Dugin, the ultra-conservative 
philosopher and historian who promotes the idea of a Eurasian 
Unity, or Eurasianism, which aims to encompass all former-
USSR nations, as well as the idea of Russia’s confrontation 

against the “collective West”.14 As for Belyaev-Gintovt, however, 
his shows both before and after the full-scale invasion were side-
lined and unnoticed (for example, an exhibition on the Soviet 
cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin that took place in the town of Kaluga, 
and one at the DC Gallery in Moscow, which was accessible by 
appointment only).1( The latest exhibition took place at the Vel-
lum Gallery, which even featured him at the recent Cosmoscow 
fair.16 However, the gallery is generally better known for special-
izing in antique sales and is not frequented by those interested 
in contemporary art. Today, much like Z-art, he does not receive 
central platforms, which suggests that the authorities do not 
grant his art any special privileges. It should also be noted that 
none of the key players in the market collaborate with him.

Undoubtedly, the level of ideologization and propaganda 
in the "eld of culture should not be underestimated and it is 
carried out in more complex ways, but representatives of the 
contemporary art scene were practically not involved in it.1, 
However, unlike the totalitarian regimes of the past, there is no 
normative artistic language.

The construction of an approved  
Contemporary Art Scene 
The second strand of this arts policy is to foreground contem-
porary art as a showcase or facade for the regime’s self-repre-
sentation. Here, the state has been quite e'ective. The quali!er 
“contemporary” in this sense denotes the temporal currency 
and contemporary forms but does not include contemporary 
agendas: this strain of art is stripped of any social or political 
criticism — in contrast to contemporary art as it has been under-
stood by the global artistic community following the experience 
of World War II.

This strate.y — aimed at maintaining the appearance of conti-

Shaman, a pop singer whose patriotic music videos can net up to 50 million views over 
a year, is a rare success story under the rubric of Z-art.   PHOTO: PRESS PHOTO

The artist Alexey Belyaev-Gintov takes a tough
pro-authority stance. However, his art remains  
unnoticed. 
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nuity in the creative environment — focuses on Russian contem-
porary artists who had been already active before February 24, 
2022. Broad in its application, it seeks to involve as many artists 
as possible who meet the following two criteria: 1) They have 
stayed neutral on the matter of politics, or at least not spoken 
out against the war, and 2) their work does not touch topics that 
are o!-limits. This results in an ideally sanitized product, similar 
but not equal to what is de"ned as actual 
contemporary art.1- 

There are even actual showcases for 
this neutralized contemporary art,1) the 
most prominent example being the 1,0& 
Contemporary Art Fair. Until 2022, this 
fair did not exist, although discussions 
among private gallery owners and cura-
tors about the need for such an initiative 
in St. Petersburg had been ongoing for 
a long time. Despite the development of the gallery business 
in Russia up until 2022, both domestically and internationally, 
artists noted a lack of venues to sell their works, while gallerists 
pointed out the limited pool of buyers in Moscow and the almost 
complete absence of demand for contemporary art in the re-
gions.20

THE ESTABLISHMENT of the “&(0)” fair in 2022 was compromised 
by an initiative from Gazprom, and by the main goal of integrat-
ing the fair into the o+cial program of St. Petersburg Interna-
tional Economic Forum.2& This was made possible due to an 
intersection of interests of, on the one hand, the political elite 
seeking to give a face-lift to Russia’s ,agship platform of interna-
tional exchange and, on the other, the art market seeking to get 
exposure among potential wealthy buyers.
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The fair and the economic forum itself were held at di!erent 
venues and even contrasted with each other in terms of content. 
The economic forum actively served the political agenda: region-
al booths presenting the annexed territories of Ukraine, unveil-
ing of a drone building program, songs in support of the war ef-
fort, denial of media accreditation to journalists from unfriendly 
countries, condemnation of feminism and gender equality. The 

fair, on the contrary, created the impres-
sion of a prosperous setting reminiscent 
of the pre-full-scale invasion era.

THE POLITICAL PURPOSE of art in this set-
ting is to put up a glamorous modern 
facade. Neither the artworks nor the dis-
cussions at the fair made any mention of 
current politics. War, censorship, and re-
pression were excluded from the discus-

sion. The aesthetic messaging and art formats on display were 
varied, from traditional works to non-fungible token art (NFT). 
This range was supposed to produce an illusion of creative free-
dom — one can paint in either representative or abstract genres 
as long as there is no critical element in the work. The objective 
was fully met by the idyllic landscapes of Evgenia Buravleva 
while the curators of Askeri Gallery tried to express “imagina-
tion and positivity”, and Sample Gallery featured circus-themed 
works. Even a few artworks by dissident artists, such as Vasily 
Slonov, were shown but the selection of his works was neutered 
and decoupled from the original context.

The talks at the 1,0& Fair addressed the successful develop-
ment and market promotion of young artists,22 art-enabled 
development of regions through creation of galleries,2& under-
standing contemporary art,24 environmental issues seen through 

“THE POLITICAL 
PURPOSE OF ART 
IN THIS SETTING 

IS TO PUT UP A 
GLAMOROUS 

MODERN FACADE.”

PHOTO SOURCE: 1703AF.RUThe 1703 Fair was established in 2022. Neither the art nor the discussions at the fair made any mention of current politics.
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the lens of science art and tech-art,2( etc. The war, censorship, 
and repressions were suppressed in the conversation.

Criticism against Fair 1703
The launch of this fair in 2022 faced criticism and calls for a boy-
cott. For instance, Elena Ishchenko, co-organizer and curator 
of Tipogra!a Center for Contemporary Art in Krasnodar (desig-
nated as a foreign agent by the Russian Government), wrote: 

“I believe it to be extremely important to continue working in 
Russia, to continue building and maintaining the relationships 
that took years of tremendous e!ort 
to foster, but I believe also that some 
relationships must be renounced 
publicly. I cannot imagine how one 
can be saying ‘stop the war’ and then 
turn up at a fair by Gazprom with an 
about-face as if it was perfectly "ne.”26 

Tatyana Pinchuk, Director of the 
Street Art Museum, called it a “fair 
of dishonor”.2, In 2022, Pavel Gera-
simenko, an art historian, called for 
its boycott and wrote that “this up-
coming event comes as part of ideo-
logical support for the ‘special military operation’: it sets out to 
demonstrate active cultural life, conjure up a sense of normalcy, 
and distract attention from the war.”2- Similar critical comments 
could be seen on the social media pro"les of artists who posted 
their photos from the fair. For instance, Dmitry Pilikin, an artist 
and curator, commented on an optimistic release by the artist 
Egor Plotnikov: 

“I can understand the desire to live and survive, but to par-
ticipate in state projects under the auspices of Gazprom (with 
the signature smirk of Putin’s — ‘We are good here’) is unaccept-

able, it’s bad for karma and will catch up with you. Naturally, it is 
down to each to make their own choice.”2)

WHILE SOME GALLERIES and artists demonstratively shunned the 
event, others took pride in posting it on social media and add-
ing it to their CVs.)0 There were cases where the galleries did 
not inform the artists of the use of their art at the fair)& or where 
a speaker giving one of the public talks claimed a+liation with 
Dialogue of Arts.)2 Some institutions did not get involved with the 
core show, but hosted lectures and tours at their venues as part 

of the fair — for example, Anna Nova 
Gallery and RUARTS Foundation.)) 
Notably, similar to pop/of/art gallery, 
Futuro and Triumph Gallery, they 
exhibited projects by contrarian art-
ists on their platforms too.

The organizers of the 1,0& Fair 
sought to attract participants by 
emphasizing its bene"ts, both in the 
form of free admission for galleries 
and in the form of exposure. The Fair 
of 2022 featured 120 artists and com-
manded an attendance of around 

10,000 visitors in the "rst four days alone.&4
The "rst edition in 2022 featured 1, galleries, while the 202& 

fair secured many more participants. There were &6 galleries, 
including those which had turned down the o!er the year prior. 
MYTH Gallery, for one, did not accept the original invitation,&( 
but joined in on the second round.&6 The number of participants 
in 2024 went up further to 4(. A noteworthy addition was the 
Pennlab Gallery, which represented Anastasia Tsayder — an art-
ist who re/ects on the burdensome legacy of the Soviet past. Or, 
for example, pop/of/art gallery, whose owner Sergey Popov in 

“WHILE SOME 
GALLERIES AND ARTISTS 

DEMONSTRATIVELY 
SHUNNED THE EVENT, 

OTHERS TOOK PRIDE IN 
POSTING IT ON SOCIAL 
MEDIA AND ADDING IT  

TO THEIR CVs.”

The 2024 editon of Fair 1703 in St Petersburg attracted over 20,000 visitors throughout its public days. The first edition of Fair 1703 in 2022 
featured 17 galleries, while there were 36 galleries participating in the 2023 fair, and 45 in 2024. PHOTO SOURCE: 1703AF.RU
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2022 platformed a site-speci"c installation with a barely veiled 
anti-war statement by Ivan Novikov as well as other exhibitions 
that resonate with the tragedy. In 2024, on top of participation as 
a gallerist, Sergey Popov sits on the fair’s expert board. It is evi-
dent that the Russian art community might have gradually come 
to accept the new fair.

The growth of the art market  
and the figure of silence
There are other new launches alongside &(0), including such 
platforms as Catalog in Moscow,)( Contour in Nizhny Novgorod,)8 
Dead End at the ART- Gallery,)9 Port Art Fair in St. Petersburg,-0 
Scan Fair in Krasnoyarsk,-& and others. Older major fairs dealing 
in contemporary art have continued as well: !rst and foremost, 
the Cosmoscow and Blazar and smaller regional events such as 
Dern Art Market in Novosibirsk.-2 All leading fairs are reporting 
record-high demand — or “overheating” to put it in terms of mar-
ket economy.-)

It is worth noting that many of the same individuals are in-
volved as participants and organizers in fairs both before and 
after 2022. Representatives of the Anna Nova gallery, the director 
of Вlazar, Alexandra Lekontseva, and the founder of Masters, 
Polina Bondareva, were part of the parallel program of the 1,0& 
Fair and the consulting or expert panel of the Scan Fair. The 
same panel includes Polina Askeri, whose namesake gallery has 
participated in the 1,0& Fair for all three years.44 There are nu-
merous such examples of overlap.

Tina Shibalova, an independent curator and artist, wrote that 
“the visible public domain has been crowded out with bad art, 
as a sort of the lipstick e!ect”.4( Still, it seems to me that the lie of 
the land at such fairs does not seem to have changed in principle 
since the invasion: apart from the poor projects there are ac-
complished market players, such as Triumph (Moscow), Futuro 

(Nizhny Novgorod) and others, who strive to maintain a high 
standard of quality — while choosing “politically correct” works 
to "t with the venue.

THE PROBLEM WAS more precisely outlined by curator and re-
searcher Ilya Kronchev-Ivanov: “In my opinion, meaningful 
contemporary visual statements are impossible today. The exhi-
bitions I’ve seen since the start of the war are business, industry, 
cultural production—perhaps a circulation of money and man-
agement of budgets. It seems to me like a major compromise of 
conscience to continue opening exhibitions as before, pretend-
ing that nothing has happened.”-.

The critics observed that Cosmoscow, for instance, was al-
ready cautious about presenting “uncomfortable” art in 2022 
but followed with a disclaimer that this might simply be “not a 
format "t” for a commercially-driven fair.4, 

Ample media coverage of exhibition openings and interviews 
with the organizers of such events give the impression of a vi-
brant and developing cultural life. Yet behind this abundance of 
cultural events (predominantly in central cities and a few large 
regional centers) and their promotion, instances of state censor-
ship and pressure almost entirely vanish from the public’s view. 
Coupled with fatigue from the news agenda in general and the 
eradication of independent journalism, the illusion of a familiar 
cultural life creates conditions for the displacement of knowl-
edge and memory about the ongoing war and repressions from 
the public discourse to localized memory, to the margins.4-

Self-censorship and state 
imposed censorship
At the above-mentioned fairs, in contrast to the &(0) Fair, there 
seems to be more freedom and during the past two years they 
have featured many artists who opposed the war. At “Cosmos-

Alisa Gorshenina is an artist from Nizhny Tagil, a city just east of the Ural Mountains in Russia. Since the beginning of the full-scale invasion, the 
theme of war has appeared in all of her pieces – something that pro-war Russian activists have not ignored. PHOTO: ALISA GORSHENINA ON INSTAGRAM
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cow,” for instance, in 2022 it was possible to purchase works 
by Alisa Gorshenina, Andrey Kuzkin, and other artists who 
had been blacklisted and denied access to many institutions.-9 
These fairs also platformed certain projects that address the 
tragedy in coded language (Evgeny Granilshchikov and Lyudmila 
Baronina;50 Birch People by Yanina Boldyreva).5&

FOR MANY DISSENTING artists, the goals of a particular event seem 
to serve as the primary marker for either participation or refusal. 
New fairs are recommended on personal pages by openly anti-
war artists, such as the afore-mentioned Yanina Boldyreva.52 At 
the Scan Fair in Yekaterinburg, one of the most daring artists, 
Alisa Gorshenina, was shortlisted for an award.5) In her social 
media posts, she has written about the ever-decreasing oppor-
tunities to exhibit and sell her works due to her anti-war stance 
and about the reports made against her. At the “Blazar” fair, 
amidst a wealth of neutral art, an attempt was made to showcase 
a work by the collective “Malyshki &8:22,” created by sisters Ak-
sinya and Nika Sarycheva, who are under close scrutiny from the 
authorities.5- 

At the same time, certain artists who had signed open letters 
protesting the war were barred by external censors from par-
ticipating in the Blazar Young Art Fair. Rejection of their applica-
tions has become public only thanks 
to rare posts on social media, which 
did not stay up for long.(( Although 
the Blazar fair is considered indepen-
dent, its venues have always been 
provided by various Moscow muse-
ums that impose certain rules dictat-
ed by the Department of Culture. 

Event organizers who include 
disfavored artists in their programs 
always expose themselves to the risk 
of pressure from the authorities. 
Perhaps for this reason — in order to continue their work — cases 
of censorship are not re/ected on the o1cial pages of fairs, mu-
seums, and galleries. The mentioned instances of artworks be-
ing removed only become known through the artists’ personal 
social media.

IN THE RUN-UP to the opening of the Contour Fair in 202- in Nizh-
ny Novgorod, the police came to its co-organizer Dmitry Volodin 
and seized paintings that, according to law enforcement, con-
tained extremist emblems. The ART- Gallery, which hosted the 
Dead End fair, was closed following pressure from Z-activists. 
Later, the owner of the gallery, Igor Markin, commented on the 
closure, stating that “it became too risky.”5. The provocative in-
vasion by Z-activists and the harassment in the Besogon show by 
one of the o+cial propagandists, Nikita Mikhalkov, as well as the 
subsequent raids, also targeted the Garage Museum and other 
contemporary art venues and !gures.5(

At the same time, there are cases where gallerists have sup-
ported the artists of censored works. For example, sta! from 
the Moscow Department of Culture removed many pieces from 

the solo exhibition of social art artist Rostislav Lebedev at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art.(- However, two months later, gal-
lerist Sergey Popov organized an exhibition featuring precisely 
these banned works.() Alexandra Lekomtseva noted that “before 
the opening of the fair, when the Federal Guard Service ordered 
certain works to be taken down from the stands, the entire team 
made an e!ort to purchase those pieces.”60

It’s di1cult to fully understand how censorship works. In 
addition to the ban on straightforward anti-war works, pieces 
that seemingly have no relation to the war or politics may also be 
removed.61 Among the artists who were subjected to raids were 
those who appeared to be apolitical in the public eye, such as 
Ivan Gorshkov from Voronezh or Artem Filatov, the founder of 
the Tikhaya studio, from Nizhny Novgorod.

Encouraging loyalty
The &(0) Fair is not the sole initiative deliberately conceived by 
the state to maintain an illusion of business as usual in the artis-
tic community. Zaryadye Park hosted the o+cial ceremony of 
the -th Moscow Art Award in 202). Its website claims that “the 
award’s mission is to identify and provide !nancial encourage-
ment to unique artistic statements. It is addressed to artists who 
made new art in Moscow, about Moscow, for Moscow over the 

period from January &, 2022 to June 
)0, 202).”.2 The award’s expert board 
has members who can be described 
as facilitators of propaganda in the 
arts: Olga Galaktionova, Director 
General, ROSIZO State Museum 
and Exhibition Center,.) and Darina 
Alexeeva, a journalist and Editor-
in-Chief of Moskvichka Magazine..- 
They represent a new generation 
of sophisticated spin doctors who 
operate in the domain of culture and 

intermix appeals through glitz and left-leaning agendas with 
unadulterated support for establishment politics..5 Investiga-
tive journalism by DW and Meduza has revealed that the head of 
Zaryadye Park, Ivan Demidov, is part of the group responsible 
for Telegram channel harassment and persecution of dissenting 
!gures in art...

Many artists have accepted the new ground rules, where 
only those who are loyal to the regime can advance. The award 
received over -00 submissions for review. Main prizes were 
given to photographer Vladimir Clavijo-Telepnev for his project 
The Reconquista of Beauty, Anton Chumak for the murals at the 
South River Station in Moscow, Evgeniya Buravleva for the series 
Others’ Impressions. The set of award-winning themes is quite 
remarkable: beauty, eternity, serenity, and, most importantly, a 
care-free or issue-free quality.

Hijacking the narrative  
in current contemporary art
Other methods of depoliticization we propose to provision-
ally call “hijacking the narrative”. Sometimes, such subversion 

“IN ADDITION TO THE BAN 
ON STRAIGHTFORWARD 

ANTI-WAR WORKS, 
PIECES THAT SEEMINGLY 

HAVE NO RELATION TO 
THE WAR OR POLITICS 

MAY ALSO BE REMOVED.”
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takes a blatantly cynical form, as was the case with Tipogra!a, 
an independent center for contemporary art in Krasnodar. As 
the full-scale invasion began, its director Elena Ishchenko spoke 
out against it. Tipogra!a was consequently designated a foreign 
agent, which was in e'ect a ban on any further activity, and 
many Tipogra!a sta' left the country. Their former venue is now 
taken by an organization with a telling name, Empty Space,.( 
which hosts contemporary art exhibitions, concerts, festivals 
and parties. Across many other cities, companies that engage 
young people through contemporary art are actively absorbing 
government funding. They often employ contemporary art as a 
trademark or a selling point: such examples include Novosibirsk, 
where ART FACTORY hosts a contemporary art festival with the 
support of a presidential grant or where Actual Art hosts a festi-
val of the “street art movement”..8 Tavrida, a rami!ed network 
of art residencies that promote apolitical art and was launched 
in 20&5, after the annexation of Crimea, is run by Rosmolodezh 
Federal Agency for Youth A'airs and is currently experiencing 
booming development..9

A PARTICULAR FOCUS of the regime is on street art as popular 
art. While in the !rst months after the invasion the streets were 
,ooded with anti-war art that was then circulated widely on 
social media, now the authorities commission a lot of street art 
themselves. The following sequence of news reports on an o+-
cial Moscow website is representative in this regard. The entry of 
June 2, 202) reports removal of 2,000 independent gra+ti pieces 
(evidently, not all of them were protest-minded, but a good share 
was);(0 on June &( the portal announces an open publicly-funded 
contest to make new gra+ti and it was claimed that Moscow 
citizens could vote on the proposed designs.(& The city’s o+cial 
website regularly features similar news on contests, festivals and 

authorized gra+ti, but their subject matter is always determined 
by the state.(2 The abovementioned street art fest in Novosibirsk, 
along with many others, contribute to this narrative.

The regime goes further to appropriate issues of international 
relevancy as well as foreign contemporary artists. In the "rst 
year of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, as a show of support 
and solidarity with Ukraine, Banksy went there and made sev-
eral pieces that garnered major media attention.,& From March 
1, to September 1-, 2022, VDNKh, a state exhibition space in 
Moscow, hosted an exhibition of Banksy replicas;,4 the show 
returned in 202& and was made a permanent exposition.,( While 
the "rst iteration had been in planning before 2022, the rein-
statement in 202& was obviously driven by political as well as 
commercial considerations — the left-leaning agenda and speak-
ing truth to power are acceptable if it is applied to a di!erent 
country. Moscow’s o1cial news portal describes the exhibition 
as follows: 

“The exposition brings together several themes: militarism, 
the consumer society, social inequality, the age of surveillance, 
environmental protection, the future of the next generations.”,6

Russia has employed the manipulation of narrative in current 
contemporary art as a pattern. In 202&, the central themes of 
the Venice Biennale of Architecture curated by Lesley Lokko, a 
Scotswoman of Ghanian origin, were decarbonization and decol-
onization and the discourse unfolded mostly through the lens of 
African history. That same year, one of the largest events in Rus-
sia, the Economic and Humanitarian Forum in St. Petersburg, 
held as part of the Second Russia–Africa Summit,,, o!ered a 
parallel cultural program. According to the organizers, Reversed 
Safari, an exhibition at Manege Central Exhibition Hall, was to 
serve as “the key cultural event of the Second Russia–Africa Sum-
mit taking place in St. Petersburg from July 2, to 2-.”,-

The opening of the street exhibition “Path of Communication”,  November 15, 2023. In the streets the authorities give space to untroubling 
artworks that ignore the ongoing war. Protest art is erased, but also art too openly patriotically is downplayed in this depoliticization process 
playing that “everything is normal”. PHOTO: MOSCOW COMMITTEE FOR ARCHITECTURE PRESS SERVICE



32 essay

Reversed Safari featured Russian contemporary artists whose 
works were dedicated to Africa as well as contemporary African 
artists, including world-renowned authors like El Anatsui, Lara 
Baladi, Aboudia, Wael Shawki. In a 2014 interview given to a Rus-
sian magazine, Shawki said: 

“I always turn down any o!er to participate in an exhibition 
of E.yptian, Middle Eastern, Muslim or, for example, North Af-
rican art [..] As an artist, I work with the experience of the entire 
humankind.”,)

THE EXHIBITION FACED criticism from independent media that saw 
it as a propaganda campaign by Russia based on appropriation 
of the decolonial discourse.80 Another point of criticism was that 
not all authors had been made aware of the upcoming exhibition 
and the organizers did not receive their consent to feature their 
artwork.8& Apparently, in the absence of a contract between the 
artist and the artwork owner specifying the terms of potential 
exhibition, there is no legal recourse to prevent the exhibiting of 
art held in private collections. If not for the overarching histori-
cal context, this exhibition would have been indeed regarded 
within the decolonial framework and the displayed works by 
leading artists would have been interpreted as such. Against the 
backdrop of the military invasion of Ukraine, however, such an 
exhibition under the aegis of the Second Summit and Economic 
Forum rings with completely di'erent undertones. The empha-
sis on the signi!cance of this exhibition in the mainstream media 
is telling; here’s a headline by RIA Novosti State News Agency: 
“Freed from the West: Africa’s Creativity and Beauty in St. 
Petersburg”.82

A comment by co-organizer Dmi-
try Khankin, owner of Triumph Gal-
lery, is revealing of the propaganda 
mechanisms: 

“Museums in Europe and the US 
are tied up in restitution disputes. 
The young generation of African art-
ists is no longer willing to take money 
from some Belgian curator. Russia is free from any historical 
guilt in relation to Africa.”-& 

CONVERSELY, IT IS WIDELY known that long before the full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine, Wagner PMC invaded the African continent 
with a view to the continued extraction of its resources and 
propping up militarist dictatorships. This was done in alignment 
with the Russian military and diplomats.

Praise for Russia’s own e!orts in decoloniality is to be found 
in the o1cial declarations and outcomes of the Economic Forum 
in 202&: “The people, the army, and now also Russia’s businesses 
stay united, working to strengthen the nation’s military sover-
eignty. Patriotically minded business in Russia has acted swiftly 
to shed the dependency on and the in/uence of Western colo-
nialist shareholders.”-4

The State Russian Gallery of Art in Sevastopol, Crimea, pro-
vides another example of how the domain of culture embeds 
“a re/ection of Russia’s foreign policy and also serves to "ll the 

gaping voids.”-( This is stated directly in the museum’s o1cial 
concept and by one of its curators: “This is the "rst time we have 
established a state museum from scratch, tailored to the con-
temporary art of the ‘Global South’.” Another major area in its 
mandate is the “contemporary” art of Russia.-6

Thus, one of the prime challenges of our time — decoloniza-
tion as an attempt at conceptualizing the mistakes of the past 
and critically rethinking the very notion of an “empire” — is 
framed within Russian politics as a means to substitute the sev-
ered ties with the countries that have imposed sanctions in cul-
ture (early exhibition closures or cancellations, etc.). As a result, 
in place of the formerly open-ended world of culture, this manu-
factures an illusion of “opening” previously unknown art: 

“[...]this new internationality is about how we realize it in 
projects, about how we approach the selection of partners 
and how we produce meaning in this large conversation that 
we are now actually joining through new countries and new 
continents[...]”.-, 

One can empathize with this hopefulness from the new direc-
tor of GES-2 House of Culture and with new circumstances, but 
it is still self-evident in the current environment that contempo-
rary art from “the new countries” will be subjected to the same 
"lter of censorship.

Conclusions
The so-far successful strate/y of depoliticization pursues the 
following goals. The domestic goal within Russia is to contribute 
to an appealing image of authoritarianism, within which con-

temporary art — alongside sports, 
Olympics-like events, or even paying 
lip service to the climate and decolo-
nization agendas — is merely one of 
the fashion accessories. The goal of 
state policy in support of contempo-
rary art, in concert with other mech-
anisms, is to foster the normaliza-
tion of war, the existing regime and 

repressions in society. The audience is o'ered a large amount 
of quasi-contemporary art, censured covertly and devoid of any 
controversial expression.

Simultaneously, the art community has been formulating 
alternative approaches. Despite the enormous pressure, dissent-
ing artists and curators keep "nding wiggle room for their state-
ments and keep engaging with the viewer in coded language. 
A note to the contrary has to be made, as there has been much 
more of this, and in more diverse forms and manifestations, than 
seemed conceivable two years ago.

This is presumably the reason why the authorities jacked up 
intimidation in contemporary art circles in February-April and 
November 2024 with a broad series of search raids targeting art-
ists and contemporary art institution directors who were promi-
nent in the community and in their regions, including a number 
of apolitical "gures.-- The pressure from the authorities, the 
searches and interrogations continue unabated. 

Around the same time, the Ministry of Culture circulated 

“THE DOMESTIC  
GOAL WITHIN RUSSIA  
IS TO CONTRIBUTE TO  
AN APPEALING IMAGE 

 OF AUTHORITARIANISM.”



33essay

references
&  For the prohibition against publicly equating the roles of the USSR and 

Nazi Germany in the course of World War II, see Federal Law No. &0)-FZ of 
&. April 2022. http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/000&2022
0-&.00&5?rangeSize=&&index=-  New provisions adopted in the law “On 
Commemoration of the Soviet People’s Victory in the Great Patriotic War 
of &9-&—&9-5” — Federal Law No. &0)-FZ of ) April 202). http://duma.gov.
ru/news/5)9(&/ 

2  Federal Law No. &)5-FZ of 5 December 2022 prohibiting propaganda about 
LGBT+ and pedophilia in books, cinema, advertising, and the media. 
In a Forbes interview Alexander Khinshtein, Head of the State Duma IT 
Committee and a co-sponsor of the bill, said that works of art will fall 
within the law’s scope if they create a positive image for LGBT+. https://
www.forbes.ru/tekhnologii/-8&59(-kak-v-rossii-budut-ispolnat-zakon-o-
zaprete-lgbt-propagandy?ysclid=lbazpnmug)&(..-0).-  On November 
)0, 202), the Supreme Court of Russia declared the LGBT+ International 
Social Movement an extremist organization and banned its activities on 
the territory of the country. https://www.pnp.ru/social/dvizhenie-lgbt-
priznali-v-rossii-ekstremistskim.html.

)  Federal Law No. )2-FZ of - March 2022, also referred to by the media as 
the “fake news law” or the “wartime censorship law”. Article 20.).), Code 
of Administrative O'ences (https://www.kodap.ru/razdel-2/glava-20/
st-20-)-)-koap-rf ). The “article on repeated discrediting” — para. 2, Art. 
280.) of the Criminal Code. Dissemination of false information outside 
of the country para. &, Art. 20(.) of the Criminal Code. Article 28-.2 of 
the Criminal Code — on calls to impose sanctions against Russia. http://
publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/000&20220)0-000( 

-  Art. &-8 of the Criminal Code. Stronger amendments were introduced in 
June 20&) following the action by Pussy Riot at the Cathedral of Christ the 
Savior.

5  The data on persecution of artists, curators, and museum o+cials are 
scattered across periodical editions, summary reports by OVD Info, and 
various channels on Telegram. A non-public Archive of Repressions 
Against Cultural Workers in Russia is kept by Elena Ishchenko. https://
elenaishchenko.com/cv/  The Theater Magazine keeps a chronicle record 
of stage performance cancellations as well as the persecuted directors and 
actors. https://oteatre.info/hronika-razgroma-god-pervyj/ 

.  H. Foster and R. E. Krauss, Art Since !900: Modernism Antimodernism 
Postmodernism (2nd rev. ed. London: Thames & Hudson, 20&2), )2--)25. 
Incidentally, a number of Soviet nonconformist artists today emphasize 
the apolitical nature of their art. https://www.forbes.ru/forbeslife/-8.(89-
den-gi-krasat-cto-proishodit-s-sovremennym-russkim-iskusstvom 

(  For more on depoliticization and normalization in Russia’s contemporary 
art, see also “Is It Ok to Hang Next to Belyaev-Gintovt?”, a conversation 
between Mariya Koroleva and Anastasiya Khaustova. Around Art. 
October 28, 2022. http://aroundart.org/2022/&0/28/naskol-ko-segodnya-
ok-viset-ryadom-s-belyaevy-m-gintovtom/?3clid=IwAR2nj(G5H5ISltc
h5lYdl4hpgC_bZ_JceI_5N(Jy-sU)bfRmvx)DPF-pV- An interview with 
the artist Antonina Baever (aka Genda Fluid) by Nikolay Nakhshunov, 
“Foe Among Foes: On the Non-Contemporary Art”. Sygma. May )0, 
202). https://syg.ma/@post-marxist_studies/chuzhiie-sriedi-chuzhikh-
o-niesvoievriemiennom-iskusstvie. For the “normalization” in Russian 
art preceding the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, see: Sher, M. “New 
Normalization: Everything Will Be Fine With Us.” Khudozhestvennyi 
zhurnal, no. &&9 (202&): )2—)9. For the gradual tightening of censorship 
in post-Soviet Russia up to 20&., see a detailed overview: Tolstova, A. 
“Exhibition Landscape in the 2000s and 20&0s: Jumping the Hurdles of 
Censorship”. Counterpoint. No. -, 20&.. https://www.ponarseurasia.org/
wp-content/uploads/attachments/tolstova_counterpoint-_0.pdf  For 
depoliticization of art institutions up to 2022, see a summary overview 
“Silence as a Sign. How Protest Art Has Been Eradicated in Russia”. The 
Insider. March 9, 202). https://theins.ru/obshestvo/2595)2. It has to be 
noted that the anonymous contributor to The Insider article failed to verify 
some information, stating that Garage Museum of Contemporary Art 
had never exhibited Petr Pavlensky or Pussy Riot, thereby accusing the 
institution of normalizing the existing regime. Conversely, Anna Tolstova 
points to Garage as one of the few institutions that had preserved freedom 
of self-expression, including through showing documentation of actions 
by Petr Pavlensky and the “punk prayer” by Pussy Riot at the exhibition 
Performance in Russia (October &( — December 5, 20&-). — Tolstova, A. 
“Exhibition Landscape in ...” 

8  “The letter ‘Z’ used to be the symbol of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 
Why does almost everybody now shy away from it, except for the 
‘turbo-charged patriots’ (which has become a separate subculture)?”. 
Signal Newsletter by Meduza. February 2., 202) https://meduza.io/
feature/202)/02/2./bukva-z-byla-simvolom-rossiyskogo-vtorzheniya-
v-ukrainu-pochemu-teper-ee-stesnyayutsya-pochti-vse-krome-
turbopatriotov-kotorye-stali-otdelnoy-subkulturoy https://novayagazeta.
eu/articles/202)/0(/&5/grafomaniia-i-otvaga 

9  SHAMAN — I am Russian (music and lyrics by SHAMAN). https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=FAPwIEWzqJE https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=aNG-Qf/wntU To attract the audience, the city administration of 
St. Petersburg used public funds to hand out free tickets to public-sector 
employees. This amounted to around 20,000 tickets or a third of the total. 
— E. Barkalova, “‘The Entire Gazprom Arena Will Sing ‘I am Russian!’.’ 
How St. Petersburg Authorities Use Public Money to Fill the Stadium For 
SHAMAN” Paper Paper, November (, 202). https://paperpaper.io/vsya-
gazprom-arena-spoet-ya-russki/

&0  “‘It’s the Year &9)( for Some, and Free-For-All for Me’: The New 
Z-Architects of the Grand Russian Style”, Sygma. September &0, 202). 
https://syg.ma/@f-center/proshloie-oprokinutoie-v-budushchieie-o-
sozdatieliakh-bolshogho-russkogho-stilia; M. Nesterova, “The Third 
Reich Aesthetic and Commercialized Patriotism: Why SHAMAN Stirs 
up so Many Emotions”, Ukraina.RU. May 5, 202). https://ukraina.
ru/202)0505/&0-595)-9&.html 

&&  “PMC Wagner Center Opens the Exhibition Volunteers”, LenTV24, 
January &., 202). https://lentv2-.ru/v-cvk-vagner-centre-otkrylas-
fotovystavka-dobrovolcy.htm; E. Barkalova, “Painter Hands a Viewer His 

to all government-run museums a checklist on adherence to 
traditional spiritual and moral values,-) which has been made 
mandatory in the planning of any new exhibition. To quote some 
of its items that stand out: “Upholding, strengthening and pro-
moting traditional family values (including the safeguarding of 
the institution of marriage as a union of man and woman),” and 
“Patriotic character building, popularization of the heroism and 
devotion to duty shown by Russian servicemen in the special 
military operation.” At the same time, the idea behind this docu-
ment appears to be not so much to bring patriotic contemporary 
art to museums but to stamp out any dissenting discourse.

The recent events described above might be harbingers of a 
new stage in state policy on the arts. Nonetheless, even the art-
ists who were raided have continued to make works in their own 
style and to explore their preferred themes, sometimes success-
fully selling their works at the aforementioned fairs, including 
state-a1liated ones such as the St. Petersburg fair 1,0&.)0 ≈

Olga Alter is an Art Historian and researcher  
at the University of Trento, Italy.



34 essay

Conscription Notice. PMC Wagner Center hosts exhibition by a Z-artist 
and philosopher accused of harassment”, Paper Paper, January 2-, 202). 
https://paperpaper.io/zhivopisec-vruchaet-zritelyu-svoyu-pove/; The 
press release for Zavetam Verny [Commitment to Covenants] says that this 
project is dedicated to “present-day Russian heroes — participants of the 
special military operation”, see Victory Museum o+cial website https://
victorymuseum.ru/playbill/exhibitions/zavetam-verny/; Somniferum, a 
Telegam channel by Z-artist Alexey Chizhev https://t.me/Somniferum/9-9 
and his Instagram pro!le https://www.instagram.com/somniferumart/. 
Exhibition at Lin Gallery (Moscow, February 2-, 202-). Alexey Belyaev-
Gintovt was a participant, but the exhibition only ran for three days. 

&2  See the debates and con,icts surrounding his Kandinsky Prize, at the 
time one of the most important awards in the !eld of contemporary 
art: Ekaterina Dëgot’, “Could an Ultra-Right Nationalist Have Won the 
Kandinsky Prize?” Open Space, December &&, 2008. https://os.colta.ru/
art/projects/89/details/.-.(/?view_comments=all. “For the Rightfulness 
of the Avant-Garde.” Kommersant, December 22, 2008. https://www.
kommersant.ru/doc/&09&2).. “They Struck the Solar Plexus.” Interview 
with Shalva Breus, Chairman of the Kandinsky Prize’s Board of Trustees. 
Kommersant, December 22, 2008. https://www.kommersant.ru/
doc/&09(882. “The Loud Kandinsky.” Lenta.ru, December 2), 2008. 
https://lenta.ru/conf/kandinsky/. His 20&( exhibition at the Moscow 
Museum of Contemporary Art was a collaboration with the Triumph 
Gallery.

&)   I. Kozlov,  “‘Special Artistic Operation’. Does the Russian State Need 
Z-Artists and Can There Be ‘Patriotic’ Contemporary Art”, New Tab. April 
&-, 202). Reposted by A. Gintovt on October 2, 202). https://vk.com/
wall-.-.-8(90_)&.-; https://thenewtab.io/speczialnaya-art-operacziya/. 
Its irrelevancy was noted in October 2022 by Anastasiya Khaustova, an 
art critic, in “Is It Ok to Hang Next to Belyaev-Gintovt?”. Around Art. 
October 28, 2022. http://aroundart.org/2022/&0/28/naskol-ko-segodnya-
ok-viset-ryadom-s-belyaevy-m-gintovtom/?3clid=IwAR2nj(G5H5ISltch5lY
dl4hpgC_bZ_JceI_5N(Jy-sU)bfRmvx)DPF-pV- 

&-  A. Pertsev, “Aleksandr Dugin was Repeatedly Called the Kremlin’s 
‘Brain’. Meduza’s sources claim his in,uence over Putin had indeed 
increased — but it only happened after the murder of Dugin’s daughter 
Daria”, Meduza. November ), 2022. https://meduza.io/feature/2022/&&/0)/
aleksandra-dugina-mnogo-raz-nazyvali-mozgom-kremlya-kak-
utverzhdayut-istochniki-meduzy-ego-vliyanie-na-putina-deystvitelno-
vyroslo-no-proizoshlo-eto-posle-ubiystva-ego-docheri-dari-duginoy. 
There is another view, however, that his in,uence on the political agenda 
is kept under control by the authorities. A. Leonidovich, “An Occasion 
to Protest. Russian State University for the Humanities Scandal Around 
Dugin and the Ilyin School”, Radio Liberty. April 28, 202-. https://www.
svoboda.org/a/povod-dlya-protesta-skandal-v-rggu-vokrug-dugina-i-
shkoly-iljina/)2920)&0.html

&5  The exhibition took place from January 29 to March 2(, 2022. “The Day 
After Tomorrow, An Exhibition by Alexey Belyaev-Gintovt Opens in 
Kaluga”, Kaluga Weekly. January )0, 2022. https://nedelya-0.ru/v-kaluge-
otkrylas-vystavka-alekseya-belyaeva-gintovta-poslezavtra_&.)()-/. The 
second exhibition was open from May )0, 202-, to June &., 202-. “The 
exhibition of Alexey Komov and Alexey Belyaev-Gintovt at DC Gallery”. 
WA. May 25, 202-. https://wajournal.ru/events/predrassvetnoe-vystavka-
zhivopisi-hudozhnika-alekseya-belyaeva-gintovta-i-gra!ki-alekseya-
komova/. 

&.  The exhibition took place from December &0 to December 2., 202-. “An 
exhibition by Alexey Gintovt will open in Moscow.” Vechernij Moskva, 
December 5, 202-. https://vm.ru/news/&&88(-5-v-moskve-otkroetsya-
vystavka-aleksej-gintovt-moskvacentr 

&(  The ideologization in the !eld of culture is addressed in the article 
“Culture as a Tool of War: Cultural ‘Integration’”, Sigma, April 2., 202)) 

Available https://syg.ma/@f-center/kultura-kak-instrumient-voiny-
kulturnaia-intieghratsiia

&8  New art platforms have repeatedly quali!ed their art as “contemporary” 
(or also “actual” in Russian as in ‘currently relevant’). Cf. Actual Art, an 
autonomous non-pro!t in Novosibirsk, a project launched in 2020 on a 
presidential grant and with support of the Ministry of Culture. https://art-
nko.ru/npo-actual-art Press releases by the organizers and participants of 
the &(0) Fair often refer to “contemporary (actual) art”.

&9  For information on the state program of exhibitions in Moscow, see 
o+cial website at https://vzmoscow.ru/. For example, refer to the entry 
of November 2(, 202), “The Capital to Host Exhibitions by Over &00 Young 
Artists Next Year”.  https://vzmoscow.ru/tpost/vlnfdejcv&-v-stolitse-
v-sleduyuschem-godu-proidut-v. The experts reviewed -)) project 
submissions and around 900 artists. Themes: Russian style, children’s art 
from the collection of the Russian Academy of Education. In 202-, a series 
of exhibitions about Donbass was produced in collaboration with the 
Donetsk Republican Museum of Art.

20  For example, Alexander Volkov mentioned this (https://t.me/alexxander_
volkov/2)9). “Start with low prices and then invest in the artist”: 
Alexander Sharov on how to sell contemporary art, Business-Gazeta, 
December 2-, 2022, https://www.business-gazeta.ru/article/5((.5).

2&  The fair’s o+cial website: https://&(0)af.ru/artfair/about/. About the fair 
on the o+cial website of the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum 
— Outcomes of SPIEF 2022: https://forumspb.com/en/archive/2022/
outcomes-of-spief/.

22  The &(0) Fair o+cial website, under Lecture Hall (speakers: Ksenia 
Podoynitsyna and Anna Barinova, gallerists; Alexandra Lekomtseva, 
General Director, Blazar Young Art Fair; Kirill Rave, media artist; etc.) 
https://&(0)af.ru/program/lectures/?year=2022. Note that the English 
page omits the lecture program for 2022, while the Russian contains full 
programs over all years in operation.

2)  A conversation between Alisa Prudnikova, Program Manager, 
GES-2, Commissioner of Ural Industrial Biennial, and Alexander 
Malich, a producer and TV host. https://&(0)af.ru/program/
lectures/?year=2022&date=&(.0.. 

2-  “First Steps in Navigating Contemporary Art”, a lecture by Polina Askeri, 
gallerist. https://&(0)af.ru/program/lectures/?year=2022&date=&(.0..

25  https://&(0)af.ru/program/lectures/?year=2022&date=&8.0..
2.  E. Ishchenko, “Saint Petersburg International Economic Forum hosts 

a contemporary art fair named in honor of the city’s founding date and 
organized by Gazprom”, Empires will die, a Telegram channel. June 2&, 
2022. https://t.me/empireswilldie/9)2.

2(  “Silence as a Sign”, The Insider, March 9, 202). https://theins.ru/
obshestvo/2595)2.

28  P. Gerasimenko, “The Gallery and the Carpet Bomb”, Arterritory. June 
2&, 2022. https://arterritory.com/ru///2.20&-galereja_i_kovrovaja_bomba. 
Another critical piece by him in 202): P. Gerasimenko, “Why is the Art 
Environment Passive in Russia?”, Arterritory. March &., 202). https://
arterritory.com/ru/vizualnoe_iskusstvo/stati/2.5(9-pocemu_passivna_
rossiiskaja_art-sreda.

29  E. Plotnikov, “&(0) Fair opens at the Manege in St. Petersburg, 
congratulations to all participant artists!” Facebook, June &-, 202). https://
www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_3id=p3id0nBR8jjZBAbqcx
-X8enNB8cwdFHQbGHdrUeCPppB&Bqr8kFGjfpUWTZvQiyhaeHDLl&
id=&0000(0-829-&05.

)0  For example, Alexander Kabin (https://kabin-art.com/about.html), 
Evgeniya Buravleva(https://evgeniyaburavleva.pro/ru/%d0%b2%d&%8
b%d&%8&%d&%82%d0%b0%d0%b2%d0%ba%d0%b8/), Egor Plotnikov 
(https://plotnikovegor.pro/ru/vystavki/), Olga Michi (https://olgamichi.
com/biography_ru).



35essay

)&  The many cases where the artists had not known that their works would 
be marketed at the fair were reported by Elena Ishchenko: E. Ishchenko, 
“Saint Petersburg International Economic Forum hosts a contemporary 
art fair named in honor of the city’s founding date and organized by 
Gazprom”, Empires will die, a Telegram channel, June 2&, 2022. https://t.
me/empireswilldie/9)2). On July &2, 2022, she posted about another case 
where artwork had been used without authorization: “[This practice] 
is on the rise as a means of propaganda by the Russian regime.”: E. 
Ishchenko, “Sverdlovsk, a city on the territory of the so-called Luhansk 
People’s Republic (the occupied Luhansk Region of Ukraine) opens the 
exhibition The Art of Being”, Empires will die, a Telegram channel, July &2, 
2022. https://t.me/empireswilldie/9-)).

)2  The program of lectures featured Evgeniya Popova as a curator with 
Dialogue of Arts, a magazine, see the &(0) Fair o+cial website, under 
Lecture Hall. https://&(0)af.ru/program/lectures/?year=202). The same 
information is available through The Art Newspaper Russia: “The &(0) 
Fair to Show the Diversity of New Contemporary Art”, The Art Newspaper 
Russia, June &-, 202). https://www.theartnewspaper.ru/posts/202)0.0.-
pfqb/. The magazine con!rmed the absence of current a+liation with 
Evgeniya Popova in its Telegram channel: “Friends, an important notice!” 
Dialogue of Arts, via Telegram, June &5, 202). https://t.me/dimmoma/).(.

))  Anna Barinova, a gallery founder, was an o+cial speaker in 202) at 
“Young Artists: Development and Support” (see the fair’s o+cial website, 
under Lecture Hall https://&(0)af.ru/program/lectures/?year=2022), in 
202), the gallery featured in a discussion “Gallery Business: St. Petersburg 
Experience” and an o+cial tour of the exhibition by Fedor Hiroshige 
https://&(0)af.ru/program/lectures/?year=202)&date=2).&2; Katherine 
Borisov, owner of Ruarts Foundation and of an eponymous gallery, spoke 
about a collector’s experience in Russia https://&(0)af.ru/program/lecture
s/?year=202)&date=29.&&.

)-  “The &(0) Fair to Show the Diversity...”. The Art Newspaper Russia. 
https://www.theartnewspaper.ru/posts/202)0.0.-pfqb/. For an account 
of the fair’s success, see Y. Suslova,  “Who Came Up with the &(0) Fair 
of Contemporary Art in St. Petersburg and How it Got Made”, Sobaka, 
February 20, 202-. https://www.sobaka.ru/entertainment/art/&8&2-2.

)5  P. Gerasimenko, “The Gallery and the Carpet Bomb”, Arterritory, June 
2&, 2022. https://arterritory.com/ru///2.20&-galereja_i_kovrovaja_bomba. 
Other galleries who turned down the o'er were Name Gallery and 
Fragment. “Silence as a Sign...” The Insider, March 9, 202). https://theins.
ru/obshestvo/2595)2). The artist Pavel Otdelnov mentioned in a private 
conversation that in 2022 a gallery in Moscow, JART, o'ered him the 
chance to exhibit his work at that fair. Otdelnov declined unequivocally; 
the gallery did not feature at the fair.

).  The &(0) Fair o+cial website, under Participants. https://&(0)af.ru/
participants/galerei/?year=202).

)(  Catalog Fair o+cial website: https://catalogfair.art/.
)8  Contour Fair o+cial website: https://contourfair.ru/.
)9  O+cial websites for the fairs “Dead End 20 22” and “Dead End 20 2)” are 

available at https://www.art-.ru/show/tupik-20-22/ and https://www.art-.
ru/show/yarmarka-tupik-20-2)/. Additional information can be found in 
the ROAR archive of the Garage Museum of Contemporary Art: https://
russianartarchive.net/ru/catalogue/event/ECJNV.

-0  O+cial website for the fair — https://paf.sevcableport.ru/.
-&  O+cial website for the fair — https://scanfair.ru/.
-2  The art market’s o+cial Instagram account gives o' the impression of an 

apolitical event — https://www.instagram.com/artmarket.dern/. A Facebook 
post by Yanina Boldyreva on December &9, 202) shows another side: https://
www.facebook.com/yanina.boldyreva/posts/0igqmCxbTWcWMf&BjWpxfC
MWrnL-8KZZehV-jJQ5pm)uPBTgtzZ&RfzcAgkY&e..sl?locale=ru_RU 

-)  Blazar Fair attracted over 20,000 visitors over !ve days, 8(5 works by 

young artists were sold to the tune of RUB -. million. A. Bykovskiy, 
“The Fate of Roman Abramovich’s Collection and Sales at Blazar Fair: 
Art Market News”, Forbes.ru, September 2(, 202). https://www.forbes.
ru/forbeslife/-9(20.-sud-ba-kollekcii-romana-abramovica-i-prodazi-
armarki-blazar-novosti-art-rynka; A. Bykovskiy, “Blazar 202) Reports 
its Financial Results”, Art Investment. https://artinvestment.ru/news/
artnews/202)0929_blazar.html. “Cosmoscow 202) delivered strong sales. 
Some gallery booths were sold out on day one, having to the revamp the 
exposition entirely. Total sales over the course of the fair came to more 
than 500 contemporary artworks in the price range from RUB -,000 to 
.,000,000.” “Cosmoscow 202). Results”, Cultobzor, October -, 202). 
http://cultobzor.ru/202)/&0/cosmoscow-202)-itogi/. Olga Michi describing 
the boost to the Russian art marked due to sanctions imposed on Russian 
businessmen: “Sanctions Provide a Boost to the Russian Art Photography 
Market”, Forbes.ru, December 2(, 202). https://www.forbes.ru/forbes-
agenda/50)-8&-ol-ga-mici-sankcii-ozivili-rossijskij-rynok-art-fotogra!i 

--  https://www.instagram.com/p/Czf)SIRuGRO/?img_index=&
-5  According to Tina Shibalova, “contemporary art cannot by de!nition 

exist outside of the current agenda. Today, new artworks either cannot be 
exhibited or they have no relevancy to the current reality”: Y. Kryukova, 
“Some Very Bad Art, Virtual Reality, Catastrophe: Independent Curators 
Discuss the Current Art Trends” The Gathering, February &), 202). https://
obdn.ru/articles/ochen-plohoe-iskusstvo-virtualnaya-realnost-katastrofa-
nezavisimye-kuratory-o-glavnyh-art-trendah.

-.  Veronika Minaeva, “Without a Home, You Are Homeless”, Interview with 
Ilya Kronchev-Ivanov, Shilo. https://shilomagazine.xyz/bezdoma/.

-(  Alisa Dudakova-Kashuro. “Autumn Haymaking of Art: What is Sold and 
Bought at Cosmoscow”, The Art Newspaper Russia, September 29, 202). 
https://www.theartnewspaper.ru/posts/202)0929-wrgi/ 

-8  Marina Sokolovskaia, using the example of the reception of the Chechen 
War in contemporary Russian art, analyzed the mechanism by which 
memory of tragic events is displaced into private, inconspicuous 
narratives. In this way, the state exercises control over memory. M.V. 
Sokolovskaia, “Reactions to the War as Identity Stories: Re,ections of the 
Artists Aleksandr Brener, Alexey Kallima, Aslan Goisum on the Chechen 
War”, Tempus et Memoria vol. 2, no. ) (202&): 82—9().

-9  There were also works by artists who had long left Russia, prior to 
February 2-, 2022, and spoke out openly against the war: Haim Sokol, Yuri 
Albert. “&0th Cosmoscow International Contemporary Art Fair Presents 
its Program”, The Blueprint, September (, 2022. https://theblueprint.ru/
news/25899.

50  Pompeii, a special project at Cosmoscow by Evgeny Granilshchikov 
(emigrated) and Lyudmila Baronina, is “a search for almost sculptural 
plasticity, which becomes a description of the death of modernity 
that we knew only yesterday.” https://www.cosmoscow.com/ru/
program/project-&.9/. Cosmoscow 202) gave awards to PERMM and 
Zaman Museum Embassy in Ufa. These institutions hosted a number 
of exhibitions with participation of anti-war artists. The director of 
PERMM was subjected to a search raid on March &2, 202-.  https://www.
cosmoscow.com/ru/program/. In November 202-, searches at the 
museum resumed, and the director Naila Allahverdiyeva was forced to 
announce her resignation.

5&  A Facebook post by Yanina Boldyreva on September &), 2022. https://
www.facebook.com/yanina.boldyreva/posts/02jh)oLXL5-PetPE.FgmFcT
Z5YS-bBDT&ndhmLGsCj2YosB(9GJTxNA(JbJj2QevV,?locale=ru_RU 

52  A post on Yanina Boldyreva’s Telegram channel, “Yanina.simplex,” dated 
June &, 202-: https://t.me/yanina_simplex/)9(.

5)  The shortlist for the SCAN AWARDS contemporary art prize https://
arttube.ru/articles/short-list-premii-sovremennogo-iskusstva-scan-
awards.
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5-  In March 202-, the Sarychevs were subjected to a raid, since when they 
have been continuously summoned for interrogations, which they openly 
report on their social media. Their artwork “Cake” was removed from 
the fair’s exhibition just before the o+cial opening. Post from September 
&9, 202-: https://www.instagram.com/p/DAGPVfWCrEI/?utm_source=ig_
web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA%)D%)D; post from September 
&), 202-: https://t.me/malyshki_&822/2(5-; post from December )0, 202-: 
https://t.me/malyshki_&822/)&(2.

55  There are three veri!able cases of external censorship in Blazar 
Fair. Rejections include the artists Alexander Volkov (https://t.me/
alexxander_volkov/2)9) and Evgenia Voronova, Dean, Graphical Art 
Department, Surikov State Institute. Juliet has a gun, a Telegram channel 
by Julietta Sarkisyan. September &&, 202). https://t.me/julietsark/289-. 
E. Wagner, “Artists and Censors. The Fight Against Unrest in Russian 
Museums”, Radio Liberty, November 2-, 202). (https://www.
svoboda.org/a/hudozhniki-i-tsenzory-borjba-s-kramoloy-v-rossiyskih-
muzeyah/)2.8--().html). Obviously, there were more rejections, but 
almost nobody spoke about them publicly.

5.  Tatyana Sokhareva, “It Became Too Risky”, Novaya Gazeta, July ), 202-. 
https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/202-/0(/0)/stalo-slishkom-riskovanno. 
In 20&9, the “Art-” hosted an exhibition by Oleg Navalny “With Prisoners’ 
Respect and Brotherly Warmth.” The same year,  works by Pussy Riot and 
the art group “Voinа” were displayed. In 2020, searches were conducted 
at the gallery and in Igor Markin’s house, similar to the recent searches of 
art !gures in 202-, which were linked to the case against Pyotr Verzilov. 
The news was also published in state media: “Searches at the ART- 
Contemporary Art Museum in Moscow”, TASS, June 2&, 2020. https://tass.
ru/moskva/8(82).(.

5(  Z-activists came to the Garage Museum. “They asked the sta' why 
there was no exhibition about the special military operation”, Big City, 
September &0, 202-. https://bg.ru/bg/city/city-news/2&8.--garage-
museum-z-activism

58  Post by the curator of the exhibition, Andrei Erofeev. Later, a more 
detailed publication on this censorship appeared in Radio Svoboda. 
Ekaterina Wagner, “)0 paintings and one curator were banned. The 
scandal at the exhibition in Moscow”, Radio Svoboda, November &(, 202-. 
https://www.svoboda.org/a/na-vystavke-v-moskve-zapretili-)0-kartin-
i-odnogo-kuratora/)2.885)-.html; Anna Tolstova, “Everyone said it 
was worse than pornography”, Rostislav Lebedev on creative freedom, 
censorship, and linguistic games, Kommersant Weekend, December &5, 
202). https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/.)8&-&) 

59  Rostislav Lebedev, “Black Lists”, January 2- — February 28, 202-, Pop o& 
Art Gallery, Moscow https://www.popo'art.com/exhibitions/202-/c 

.0  Zhilyaeva, Yana. “Art Business Is a Woman’s Thing”: How Alexandra 
Lekomtseva Created the Blazar Fair // Forbes. March 5, 202-. https://www.
forbes.ru/forbes-woman/50(25--art-biznes-zenskoe-delo-kak-aleksandra-
lekomceva-sozdavala-armarku-blazar 

.&  See, for example, the removal of Irina Zatulovskaya’s artwork from 
the latest Cosmoscow https://moskvichmag.ru/gorod/na-yarmarke-
cosmoscow-tsenzure-podverglis-desyatki-rabot.  

.2  https://moscowartprize.ru/about 

.)  Alongside contemporary art shows, the institution is responsible for 
numerous exhibitions on the heroic past of the Soviet Union and some 
overt militaristic and political propaganda. For example, the exhibition 
NATO. Chronicle of Cruelty in 2022. See a critical review by I. Napreenko, 
“NATO, Fedya, NATO”, The Blueprint, April &5, 2022. https://theblueprint.
ru/culture/exhibition/nato-ili-net). These e'orts by Olga Galaktionova 
were recognized by an award from the Ministry of Defense (https://
rosizo.ru/news/292)/). A stealthier mode of propaganda is delivered 
through exhibitions of contemporary and Soviet art. For example, an 
exhibition on the positive role of propaganda in the agitation posters of 

the &9)0s—&950s The Art of Propaganda, Zaryadye Exhibition Hall, March 
)&, 202) — January )&, 202-) Art of Propaganda Project, o+cial website: 
https://xn----(sb(bdbccn.xn--p&ai/; ROSIZO website: https://rosizo.ru/
events/event/29)-/. !7/(7. Soviet Sculpture. Rise, an exhibition by ROSIZO 
at the Manege Central Exhibition Hall in Moscow (March ) — May &-, 
202)), aimed to represent the period when Stalinism emerged in an 
exclusively positive light. ROSIZO o+cial website: https://rosizo.ru/events/
event/28(5/. For the problem of depoliticization of Soviet art aimed at 
vindicating the past and for how it relates to the changes in the current 
political regime, see S. Guskov, “This Year’s Summary in the Arts”, Colta.
ru, December 28, 20&.. https://www.colta.ru/articles/art/&)5)(-iskusstvo-
itogi-goda?part=)

.-  For a detailed examination of Moskvichka Magazine’s role in modern 
pro-Russian propaganda, see “Kristina Potupchik Launches an 
‘Anti-Sanction’ Glossy Magazine”, Meduza, November 25, 202). 
(https://meduza.io/feature/202)/&&/25/kristina-potupchik-zapustila-
postsanktsionnyy-glyantsevyy-zhurnal-moskvichka; https://novayagazeta.
eu/articles/202)/&2/09/dorogaia-moia-moskvichka; https://novayagazeta.
eu/articles/202-/0&/0-/eskvair-minaev).

.5  See Bakhchisarai Carnations, a Telegram channel by Darina Alexeeva, 
where a sampling of culture reviews and high life features a blunt negative 
characterization of Lyudmila Petrushevskaya, a writer who spoke out 
against the war (https://t.me/darkmgimo/&992&). See also the article by 
the same author in Sobaka on underground art and literature-related 
locations of St. Petersburg that mentions the “liberal clique” (https://
www.sobaka.ru/fashion/heroes/&.))2&).

..  Antonova, E. “Meduza reviewed Emails by an FSB o+cer who had 
been !ghting against independent Russian culture for a decade: from 
Serebrennikov to Berkovich. Here’s what we found out”, Meduza, April 8, 
202-. https://meduza.io/feature/202-/0-/08/meduza-poluchila-dostup-
k-pochte-sotrudnika-fsb-kotoryy-uzhe-&0-let-boretsya-s-nezavisimoy-
rossiyskoy-kulturoy-ot-serebrennikova-do-berkovich

.(  Empires will die, a Telegam channel post of September &-, 2022. https://t.
me/empireswilldie/9.2 https://pustoemesto.com/portfolio E. Ishchenko, 
“How to Maintain the Complexity of Networks and Support Each Other 
When You Cannot Hug in Person?”, Colta, November -, 2022. https://
www.colta.ru/articles/vokrug_gorizontali/29(02-kak-sohranyat-slozhnost-
svyazey. There are ample examples like this — some are government-
supported, while others are being developed by private business.See 
Kontora Parakhodstva [River Navigation O+ce], a fashionable venue, 
cultural and arts center, and a media in Tyumen, subordinate to the 
local Department of Culture, which is conducting a lot of activities under 
youth policy: https://makersofsiberia.com/sreda/.creativespaces.html. 
Tower, a new creative center, Actual Art, an autonomous non-pro!t in 
Novosibirsk, a project launched on a presidential grant and with support 
of the Ministry of Culture: https://art-nko.ru/festival-202-. Art Factory 
Fest: https://t.me/artfabrica_nsk. 8-Gallery, a contemporary art space in 
Novosibirsk, funded by Rosmolodezh (Federal Agency for Youth A'airs). 
https://artweeknd.com/8-gallery. The minimum prerequisite to qualify 
for state support in present-day Russia is maintaining an apolitical posture 
at the very least. The author thanks Irka Solza for providing information 
on Novosibirsk and the references above. However, even in such places, 
exceptions occur, and there are individuals who take the risk of exhibiting 
dissident authors. For example, in March 202), the art group Malyshki 
&8:22 held an exhibition at the Kontora Parokhodstva. https://xn--
80aaahj(avhbcajldsgk-c.xn--p&ai/exhibitions

.8  Russian Presidential Grants Fund 202): https://xn--
80afcdbalict.afooklqi5o.xn--p&ai/public/application/item?id=ed'&cbf-
eae(--8c(-b25.-0b'8-908a&0 

.9  See an in-depth study: A. Kim,  “Tavrida’s Federal Network of ‘Art 
Residencies’: Chimeras of State Youth Cultural Design”, Reside/Sustain, 
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March &), 202-. https://www.residesustain.art/en/articles/federal-
network-of-art-residencies

(0  https://www.mskagency.ru/materials/))0)-&) https://www.mskagency.
ru/search/?criteria=%D0%B)%D&%80%D0%B0%D&%8-%D&%8-%D0%B8
%D&%82%D0%B8

(&  https://www.mskagency.ru/materials/))0.9.) 
(2  https://www.mskagency.ru/search/?criteria=%D0%B)%D&%80%D0%B0%

D&%8-%D&%8-%D0%B8%D&%82%D0%B8 
()  Banksy con!rmed his original authorship to The Art Newspaper in A. 

Shaw “Banksy in Ukraine: seven new works appear in war-torn sites”, 
The Art Newspaper, November &-, 2022. https://www.theartnewspaper.
com/2022/&&/&-/banksy-in-ukraine-seven-new-works-appear-in-war-torn-
sites 

(-  Loyal media reported on the fair’s huge popularity and hours-long 
queues: “Banksy in Moscow: VDNKh opens an exhibition of unauthorized 
art by the world-renowned street artist”, msk!.ru, August 2&, 2022. https://
msk&.ru/text/gorod/2022/08/2&/(&58(.28/ 

(5  https://banksy.ru/ 
(.  https://www.mskagency.ru/materials/))-(-.( 
((  https://summitafrica.ru/ 
(8  Ibid.
(9  W. Shawki, “I Never Participate in Middle Eastern Art Exhibitions”, 

Iskusstvo, no. - (59&), 20&-. https://iskusstvo-info.ru/vael-shavki-ya-
nikogda-ne-uchastvuyu-v-vystavkah-blizhnevostochnogo-iskusstva 

80  D. Volchek, “Anti-Colonial Racism. African Art in Russia”, Radio Liberty, 
August -, 202). https://www.svoboda.org/a/antikolonialjnyy-rasizm-
afrikanskoe-iskusstvo-v-rossii/)25)&588.html. The other organizers are 
Alessandro Romanini, an Italian curator, Manege Central Exhibition Hall 
in St. Petersburg, and Béton Center of Visual Culture. The exhibition 
traveled to several Russian cities: the Manege in St. Petersburg, NCCA 
Arsenal (Branch of Pushkin State Museum of Visual Arts), Contemporary 
Art Gallery of the National Museum of the Republic of Tatarstan in Kazan.

8&  Ibid.
82  “Freed from the West: Africa’s Creativity and Beauty in St. Petersburg 

Manege”, RIA Novosti, July &-, 202). https://ria.ru/202)0(&-/
vystavka-&88-005505.html 

8)  Y. Zhilyaeva, “Discovering Africa: How Russian Art Pivoted to the Global 
South”, Forbes, January 2&, 202-. https://www.forbes.ru/society/50)&)0-
otkrytie-afriki-kak-rossijskoe-iskusstvo-vzalo-kurs-na-global-nyj-ug 

8-  Https://forumspb.com/news/news/itogi-raboty-pmef-202)/ For Putin’s 
Russia’s claim to anticolonial leadership, see I. Kislenko, R. Connell, 
“Southern Theory, Knowledge Production and Russia’s War in Ukraine: 
An interview with Raewyn Connell”, Current Sociolo)y, December &., 
202). https://doi.org/&0.&&((/00&&)92&2)&2&8(). 

85  S. Bagdasarova, “Natalia Vikhreva: ‘A Museum with a Latin-American 
Focus — Sounds Like a Miracle!’”, The Art newspaper Russia, no. &2&, May 
2&, 202-. https://www.theartnewspaper.ru/posts/202-052&-4yz/.

8.  https://russianart.gallery/. Also in Moscow, there are plans to repurpose 
the former building of the National Center for Contemporary Art as a 
Museum of Africa, conceived as a branch of the State Museum of Oriental 
Art. The museum’s general director, Alexander Sedov, also underlines 
the political role of the initiative: “We are con!dent that establishing 
this museum will be a signi!cant step in strengthening the strategic 
partnership between Russia and the African nations.” N. Spiridonov, 
“Museum of Africa to Open in Place of Dissolved NCCA”, Moskvitch Mag, 
July &8, 202). https://moskvichmag.ru/gorod/na-meste-likvidirovannogo-
gtssi-na-presne-otkroetsya-muzej-afriki/ The announcement does not 
make clear whether the museum will feature contemporary art or focus of 
the past: “The collection of the State Museum of Oriental Art is to become 

the foundation for an exposition on the history of diplomatic and cultural 
ties between the African nations and Russia. Exhibitions hall themes will 
include The African Continent as a Home to Diverse Cultures, Art of North 
Africa, Christian Art of Africa, Traditional Cultures of Tropical Africa.” 
O*cial Moscow News Portal on July &8, 202). https://www.mskagency.
ru/materials/))&-).) The museum presentation was planned as part of 
the Russia–Africa Summit in St. Petersburg. “Moscow to Get a Museum 
of African Nations”,  Ministry of Culture Media Relations O+ce https://
culture.gov.ru/press/news/muzey_kultury_stran_afriki_poyavitsya_v_
moskve/ 

8(  “Best-Case Program”, The Blueprint interview with Alisa Prudnikova, 
Program Manager, GES-2 House of Culture, The Blueprint, July 2), 202). 
https://theblueprint.ru/culture/art/prudnikova 

88  The !rst arrest for an indirect anti-war gesture took place in Krasnoyarsk, 
where Vasily Slonov, an artist, was detained on February 9, 202-, with 
the court date assigned on February &0 — post by the artist’s wife on 
Instagram, Gulagtoys on February 9, 202-. https://www.instagram.com/p/
C)HCaqxi)UU/?img_index=&. On April &9, she published the indictment: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/C58UBWwC&JT/?img_index=2. Search 
raids were carried out on March &2, 202-, targeting around )0 people 
(the precise number is not known as not everybody contacted the 
media). These raids were covered in Russian-based media as well and 
not just in independent outlets blocked in Russia or various Telegram 
channels. See “Artists in Five Cities Searched in a Treason Case”, RBC, 
March &2, 202-; Artguide, a popular Russian media specialized in art, 
published this information with certain additions — “Search Raids and 
Detention of Artists Across Russian Cities”, Artguide, March &), 202-. 
https://artguide.com/news/95..?3clid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTAAAR
2fCyA-MeQsFErK9ezH._j0I5_(ngJGM-FCaAnNoPaIi)WmiM0H_&MCv
js_aem_Aencb9V55F9Xgpw-zdHUsKXF2j8qi-c0WhYVlW-FBU(c8mCgBId5
JrqsmTEHWR9LUw8e9uViRauXFD-nRP-YtfvQ. On April 2., 202-, search 
raids targeted Garage Museum of Contemporary Art: “Garage Museum 
Explains Search Raid”, RBC, April 2(, 202-. https://www.rbc.ru/society/2(
/0-/202-/..2d285b9a(9-(fd5c(cb5-&; “Garage Museum Comments on Its 
Search Raid”, Artguide, April 2(, 202-. https://artguide.com/news/9.52. 
Later, on May &5, Ksenia Korobeinikova wrote in Ku-Ku, her Telegram 
channel, that there had been a search at the home of Anton Belov, 
Director of Garage Museum, following which he left the country. https://t.
me/courierofculture/&)(... On May 2, criminal proceedings were initiated 
against one of the raided artists, Egor Holtov (Zakharov): O. Turkovskaya, 
“The Artist Holtov Detained in Ulyanovsk on Criminal Charges of Deriding 
the Christian Faith”, Ulpress, May 2, 202-. https://ulpressa.ru/202-/05/02/
v-ulyanovske-zaderzhali-hudozhnika-holtova-vozbuzhdeno-ugolovnoe-
delo-za-glumlenie-nad-hristianami/.

89  The checklist is for o+cial use only and has not been published o+cially. 
It was revealed via a Telegram channel on February 29 by Andrey 
Zakharov, an independent journalist, designated as a foreign agent by the 
Russian Government (https://t.me/zakharovchannel/&2-().The checklist 
is obviously based on Executive Order No. 809 “On the Fundamentals of 
State Policy to Preserve and Strengthen Traditional Russian Spiritual and 
Moral Values” of November 9, 2022. 

90  One of the central works at the 202- fair was a sculpture by Voronezh 
artist Ivan Gorshkov, whose home was searched on March &2. His piece 
was noted as one of the most expensive sales. Maria Kravtsova, “Year 
Three: Results of the &(0) Art Fair”, Artguide, June &8, 202-. https://
artguide.com/posts/2(-2.


