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Introduction: Soviet things that talk

‘Asilentspeechthatthingsaddresstouseverydayinanartisticlanguage
isinfinitelymoreconvincingthandozensoflecturesaboutaestheticedu-
cation,goodtaste,etc.Tomakethislanguageofthingscontemporaryand
expressiveistheexcitingbutdifficulttaskofanartist.’1Thiswashowthe
SovietartcriticNinaIaglovaopenedherarticleinthejournalDecorative 
Art of the USSR in June 1961. Here, ‘things’ (veshchi, material objects)
appearasactiveparticipantsinpeople’slives,asagentsbyvirtueofbeing
speakers.However, their ‘speech’ ispossibleonlythroughthepowerof
humanagents–artists.Artinfiltratesintoeverydaylifethroughobjects;
objectsaffecteverydaylifethrough‘speech’composedbyartists;artists
educatesocietyinaestheticsthroughobjects.

The interplay between art and the quotidian, between people and
objects, described by Iaglova, has also informed recent developments
in the humanities and social sciences. The ‘material-cultural turn’ that
emerged in the mid-1980s in archaeology and anthropology converged
withcritiques inothersocial sciencesandhumanitiesdisciplines in the
followingdecade.2Inthelate1990s–2000s,thisresultedinaflowofnew
theoreticalstreamsthatshiftedscholars’focusfromdiscoursetomaterial-
ityandfromhumantonon-humanagents(describedthrough‘bio-,eco-,
geo-,neuro-,necro-,zoo-concepts’,ashistorianEwaDomanskasumma-
rises).3Actor-networktheory,newmaterialism,object-orientedontology,
material feminisms, thing theory and other branches of critical theory
offerdifferentreconsiderationsofthesocialandpoliticalroleofobjects.A
growingbodyofscholarshipinanthropology,archaeology,history,arthis-
tory,scienceandtechnologystudies,andacrossotherdisciplines,treats
objectsnotasmereinertpossessionsorcarriersofsymbolicmeaning,but
ratherasagentsofsocialrelationsthatcommunicatewithpeopleinvari-
ousways,nottheleastofwhichissensoryqualities.4
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2 Comradely objects

Design history and the study of materialities

This non-anthropocentric, post-humanist paradigm offers new perspec-
tives to scholarsofdesign,aswell ascriticalandmethodological tools.
Sincethe1980s,andconcurrentlywiththedevelopmentofmaterialcul-
ture studies, design historians have been increasingly critical of older
interpretations that saw design as the elite activity of ‘geniuses’ which
produces the sleek and evocative masterpieces that sit in museum dis-
plays.InhisseminalbookMaterial Culture and Mass Consumption (1987),
the leading scholar of material culture studies, Daniel Miller, criticised
design history as a ‘bizarre’ field of inquiry, ‘intended to be a form of
pseudoarthistory,inwhichthetaskistolocategreatindividualssuchas
RaymondLoewyorNormanBelGeddesandportraythemascreatorsof
modernmassculture’.5AsKjetilFallannotes,designhistoriansaccepted
this reproachand,moreover, found in it the inspiration toexpand their
researchtoconsumerpractices.Thecritiquewithinthefieldofdesignhis-
torywasdevelopingatthesametime.Inher1987textbook,HazelConway
criticised the so-called ‘heroic approach’ to design history, explaining
tostudentsthat justassocialhistorians inquire intothe livesofvarious
social strata and communities, design historians should do ‘more than
thestudyofkeyfiguresandkeyobjects’andviewdesignas‘anactivity
withinasocialandmaterialcontext’.6AdecadelaterJudyAttfield,Miller’s
student,dedicatedabooktothe‘wildthings’ofeverydaylifeandcalled
forabroadeningofthemeaningofdesigntoincludenotjustobjectsas
‘celebrities’,butalso‘thatlargerpartofthedesignedobject’sbiography
whenitisnolongersacred,whenitformspartofthedisorderedeveryday
clutterofthemundane,andjoinedthedisarrayofwildthingsthatdon’t
quitefitanywhere–theundisciplined’.7Attfield’scallprovedpopularand
by the end of the millennium everyday objects appeared central to the
historyofdesign.

Over the last twodecadesa significantnumberofmonographsand
articleswrittenbydesignhistorianshaveexplorednotjusteverydaycon-
sumption,asAttfieldproposed,butalsointermediarystagesbetweenpro-
ductionandconsumption:manufacture,marketing,distribution,retailing
andreception.8Thispromptedtheinclusionofvariousmediatorssuchas
‘dealers,distributors,salesmanagersandproducttesters’asagentsofthe
designprocess.Manyofthesestudiesalsodemonstrateasensitivitytothe
sensoryqualitiesofobjects,9andwiththerecentturntowardsglobaland
transnationaldesignhistory,scholarshavealso incorporated theroleof
materialityindesignandconsumptionoutsideoftheEuro-Atlanticworld.10
Further,therecentinterestintheenvironmentalaspectsofdesignandin
sustainability as a part of design culture has prompted inquiry into the
post-consumptionlifeofobjects,suchasdisposal,recyclingandreuse.11
Fallan argues that this latter trend in particular can benefit from new
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 Introduction 3

materialist optics in reconsidering the history of interrelations between
humans,objectsandnature.12

Thisdecentralisationof‘heroic’designersandincreasedattentionto
materialityprovidesbroadopportunitiesforexaminingdesignunderstate
socialism.Whilecollectivist institutionalcultureandplannedeconomies
precludeddesignersfromobtainingfull-fledgedindividualrecognition,let
alonestardom,materialcultureandconsumptioncontinuouslypreoccu-
piedthemindsofstateandPartyauthorities,expertsofdifferentprofiles
andordinarypeople.However,statesocialismnotonlyprovidesfertilesoil
for‘newmaterialist’and‘object-oriented’designhistories.Italsooffersa
theoreticalprecedent:theconceptofa‘comradelyobject’.Thisideadevel-
opedwithin theRussian avant-gardeof the1920s andproved resilient,
lastingwellintothelateSovietperiod.

Comradely objects and overlooked subjects

One branch of the Russian avant-garde in the early 1920s is known as
‘productive art’ (proizvodstvennoe iskusstvo) or ‘productivism’ (proizvod-
stvennichestvo).Atitscorewastherepudiationofeaselandfigurativeart
andthecritiqueoftheelevatedroleoftheartistasseparatefromindus-
trial production. Artists such as Varvara Stepanova, Liubov Popova and
AleksandrRodchenko,supportedbysuchtheoristsasBorisArvatov,Nikolai
TarabukinandOsipBrik,centredaroundtheavant-gardejournalLEF(Left 
Front of Art),putforwardavisionoftheartistasjustoneofmanyindustrial
workersinvolvedinthemakingofanobject.Theproductivistsbelievedthat
organisingtheproductionprocesswasacrucialtaskofanartist.13Another,
nolessimportantrolewasasaproducerofusefulobjectsforthemasses
ratherthanpureartforaselectpublic.ThisvisionradicalisedtheArtsand
Craftsmovement’scallforaestheticisinglabourbyreconceptualisingartas
‘intellectual-materialproduction’,14andatthesametimeproposedanalter-
nativetoacapitalistcommoditybypromotingtheself-consciouscreationof
objectsforeverydayconsumption.Inoppositiontoseductivecommodities
–orasRodchenkocalledthem,‘darkslaves’ofthemarket15–thesocial-
istobjectwastobemodestandutilitarian,clearlymanifestingthewayit
wasproduced,thatis,thelabourinvestedinit.Accordingtoproductivist
theoristsandartists,thestructuraltransparencyofanobjectwouldelimi-
natecommodityfetishismandstimulaterationaland‘comradely’relations
betweenpeopleandobjects.AsBorisArvatovarguedin1926,

Theexposureofthemethodsofartisticskill,theliquidationoffetishist‘mys-
tery’, the transferof thesemethods fromtheartist-producer toaconsumer
–thisistheonlyconditionforthedisappearanceoftheage-oldbordersepa-
ratingartandpractice.Artisticproducts,whichexistwithinbyt [everydaylife]
anddeveloptogetherwithit,thusceasetobedistinguishedfromtherankof
‘uniqueobjects’…16
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4 Comradely objects

In another article, Arvatov envisioned socialist objects of the future as
dynamicthings,similartoWesternobjectssuchasmovingstaircasesand
slidingdoorsinAmericanpublicbuildings,butintegratedintothesocialist
economyanddailylife.ForArvatov,thesocialistobjectwastobecome‘an
instrumentandaco-worker’.17

Christina Kiaer’s impressive study of the objects of Russian
Constructivism(anavant-gardestreamthat includedproductivism) indi-
cates that the ideaof the ‘comradelyobject’notonlyopposedthecom-
modity culture of capitalist countries, but also responded to the partial
revival of market mechanisms under the New Economic Policy (NEP),
introducedbyLeninin1921asatemporarymeasuretodeveloptheeco-
nomicbasisforaSovietindustryravagedbytheCivilWar.AsKiaersug-
gests,NEPpoliciessuchasthelegalisationofprivatewholesaleandretail
tradeandprivatemanufacturing‘acknowledgedthatfunctioningsystems
of consumption were the necessary counterparts to modern systems of
production,andthatapathtowardsocialismthattookconsumptioninto
accountwasmorelikelytosucceedintheconditionsthattheBolsheviks
facedin1921’.TheideologicaloppositiontotheNEPinspiredtheproduc-
tiviststoconfronttheproblemofconsumerdesirewithdesignsforevery-
dayobjectssuchasstoves,babies’bottlesordressesthattheyviewedas
capable of ‘fulfilling or amplifying the sensory capacities of the human
organism’.18 The curtailment of the NEP in the latter half of the 1920s
andthelaunchofafull-scaleindustrialisationcampaignwasfollowedby
therestrictionofsuchculturalpoliciesandabanonindependentartistic
movements, so these comradelyobjectsdidnot reachamassaudience
throughmassproductionastheproductivistshadplanned.

However,whathappenedtoproductivismafterStalin’sdeath?Inthe
late1950sSovietculturalpoliciessoftenedandopened,thoughonlymod-
erately,tointernationalinfluences,andthestateproclaimedanewdedi-
cationtoimprovinglivingstandards.Myhypothesisisthatthesechanges
allowed for the resurrectionof the theoretical foundationsofproductiv-
ism and the revitalisation and spread of those design philosophies into
the socialist material culture and everyday life of Soviet Russia. I will
demonstratehowtheobjectsdesignedinthelatesocialistperiod–from
dinnerware to vacuum cleaners – echoed the avant-gardist dream of a
well-organisedandsociallyimpactfulmaterialculture.

Thisbook,therefore,examinesthesecondhistoricalattempttocreate
comradelysocialistobjects,institutedasaresponsetoburgeoningWestern
consumerculturethatwasbeingusedasatoolofsoftpowerinthecultural
ColdWar.19Methodologically,Icombinetheinsightsofnewmaterialism
andrecentdesignhistorieswiththetheoreticalframeworkofSovietpro-
ductivism.Inaddition,IengagewithanideafromRussianavant-garde’s
literary theory, the ‘biography of the object’, which Serguei Oushakine
readsasoneoftheprecursorstonewmaterialistthinking.20Inhis1929
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essay,thecriticSergeiTretiakovcoinedtheterm‘biographyofanobject’
asaninnovativemethodforcreatingaliteraryplot.Tretiakovarguedthat
anobjectpassingthrougharangeofpeopleactsasameasureofcollec-
tiveemotionsandthedynamicsofsocialrelations.21‘Objectbiographies’
resurfacedinthe1980s’‘material-culturalturn’22andinspiredaninterest
ineverydaythingsinanewcohortofdesignhistorianssuchasAttfield.

However, despite drawing on Tretiakov’s concept, it is beyond my
capacitytofollowallthestagesofthebiographiesoflateSovietobjects.
Thehistoryofconsumptionanddailylifeunderstatesocialismisabur-
geoningfieldofinquirywithcontributionsfromhistoriansandanthropol-
ogists.23However,fewstudiesconsiderthematerialityofobjectsandthe
interrelationbetweendesign,production,mediationandconsumption.24
This would be a challenging task, because recurrent problems in the
Sovietplannedeconomy–suchasquantitativeindicatorsofperformance,
poorsupplyofrawmaterials,andlackofcoordinationbetweenindustry
andretail trade–precluded thesmooth implementationofdesigns into
consumption.ThiscontrastedwiththesituationinEastGermany,where
designers were moderately successful in getting their projects imple-
mentedandsoastoreachpeople’shomes,asKatharinaPfütznerindicates
in her recent book.25 Accordingly, the scholarship on socialist design,
since it began in the late 1990s, has focused on normative statements
byartists,designers,architectsandcriticsconcerningwhatmakesgood
taste,andhowthiswasdisseminatedthroughmassmediaandexhibitions
inmuseumsandgalleriesandatnationalandworldfairs.Thoughidentify-
ingarangeofcomplexissues,thesestudiesmostlyprovideanarrativeofa
state-sponsoreddrivetowardsfunctionalismandagainst‘petty-bourgeois’
tastes and ‘excessive’ decoration.26 These studies have mostly focused
ontheperiodofNikitaKhrushchev’s leadership,whentheSovietUnion
positioned itselfasamodernstate inter pares,encouraged thedevelop-
mentofcertainmodernisttrendsinartandarchitecture,andrecognised
designasa full-fledgedprofession.AsSusanE.Reidaptlysummarises,
‘theKhrushcheverarepresentedagreatbutunevenleapforwardincreat-
ingthebasisforamodernwayofeverydaylifeandaradicalstylisticreori-
entationindomesticspacesandthevisualappearanceofcitiestowardsa
newaestheticofsocialistmodernism’.27

Fromthesecondhalfofthe2000s,ayoungergenerationofscholars
hasbeencomplementingandexpandingthenarrativeofthe‘Khrushchev
modern’,often tracingdesigndevelopmentsafter theearly1960s.They
haveexploredthetensionswithindesignreformism,identifiedearlierby
Reid:tensionsbetweenartisticindividualityandmassproduction,between
folktraditionsandadvancedindustry,andbetweenprofessionals’critical
thinkingandthenecessitytofulfilPartyguidelines.28Mybookcontributes
tothisbodyofscholarshipbyexaminingthedynamicrelationsbetween
objectsandthosehumansubjects,whohavenotreceivednearlyasmuch
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6 Comradely objects

attentionasWestern‘celebrity’designers.Sovietdesignersworkedascol-
lectivesandrepresentativesofinstitutions,sectors,bureausandfactories
–asystemthat thedirectorof theMoscowDesignMuseum,Alexandra
Sankova,considerstobeahistoricalinjustice.29Anonymitywastypicalof
industrialdesignersunderstatesocialism.Thenamesofdecorativeartists
were usually known from exhibitions, but the marginal status of these
artistsinSovietartisticcommunitiesdiminishedtheirsocialoutreachand
fame.

My intention, however, is not to ‘restore justice’ through a ‘heroic’
approachtoSovietdesignbyfindingsomeunrecognisedSovietRaymond
Loewy. Rather, I speak to the ongoing scholarly discussion concerning
thepositionofprofessionalsunder state socialismandcontest thedual
imageofthemaseitherrepressed,innocentintellectuals(alabelusually
appliedtoavant-gardeartists)30orasopportunisticcollaboratorswiththe
regime.31Anumberofrecentstudiesprovideamorebalancedview,pre-
sentingprofessionals’diversestrategiesfornavigatingSovietinstitutions
and ideological guidelines, and creating spaces for debate and critique
withintheofficialculture.32Likewise,IarguethatSovietartists,designers
and critics could be dedicated to the improvement of people’s every-
dayliveswhilealsoseekingopportunitiesforprofessionalrecognition,or
couldadoptcertainformsofinstitutionalcritiquewithoutbecomingdissi-
dents.Mydesiretoprovideanuancedpictureofpeoplewhocaredabout
household objects in difficult political circumstances is precisely what
drivestheinclusionofbothhumanandinanimateagentsinthisanalysis.

Thediscrepancybetweenthedesigners’visionsofhighlyfunctional,
rationalobjectsandtheshabby,monotonouspoolofavailablecommod-
ities has become a commonplace element of studies of Soviet design.
Looking at alternative design communities, not directly related to eco-
nomicguidelines, appears tobeamore rewarding task than venturing
into the routine of designing household objects. Tom Cubbin’s recent
book explores precisely such an alternative community – the Senezh
ExperimentalStudio,whichwasaffiliatedwith theArtists’Unionof the
USSRbutwhosememberswerecriticalofinstitutionalSovietcultureand
expressedalternativevisionsofsocialisteverydayculture through their
conceptual work in interior, exhibition and graphic design.33 My book
examinestheheterogeneityofSovietdesignfromadifferentperspective:
the contesting ideas of objects, their uses, their social roles and their
powertotransmitmessagesfromdesignerstoconsumers–orthepower
tosubvertthesemessages.Tracingtheimplementationofthisvisionin
production,retailtrade,massmediaandconsumptionisataskthatwould
requireextensivearchivalandoralhistoryresearchinmultiplegeograph-
ical locations: the concentration of certain industries in specific Soviet
regions meant that objects had to travel long distances before reach-
ing consumers, if they ever did. An added complication is that factory
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archivesrarelypreserverecordsoftheproductionofspecificprototypes.
ThefullstoryoftheproductionoflateSovietobjectsrequirestheinclu-
sionofthosewhogainedevenlessrecognitionthandesigners:engineers,
technicalworkersandcraftspeopleofdifferentbackgrounds.Thisbook,
therefore,canbetakenasthebeginningofalongerstory,outlininghow
everydayobjectswereconceivedandpresentedininstitutionalreports,in
thepressandatexhibitions.

Terminological challenges

As iswellknown, the termdesign isbroad: itmaymeananything from
decorativeworkto form-giving inmassproductiontothemanywaysof
findingoptimalsolutions tocomplexproblems in the informationage.34
Theconceptof theobject,onwhichthisbookiscentred,highlightsthe
materialaspectofdesignacrossmodesofproduction:differentindustries,
semi-mechanised manufacture and handicrafts. Accordingly, ‘design’ is
understoodherenotasa‘universalproject-orientedactivity’35but,instead,
in the materialist sense proposed by Judy Attfield: as ‘just one aspect
of material culture of everyday life’.36 Yet, as I have explained, unlike
Attfield’s inquiry into thepost-productionstagesof the lifeofobjects, I
focusonpre-productionandproductionstagesofobjects,includingother
material structures such as interiors or complexes of objects (so-called
‘designprogrammes’).

Mypreferenceinreferringtotheobject overthething asthecentral
conceptofthisbookderivesfromthenewmaterialistdistinctionbetween
two concepts that have a long tradition, beginning with Heidegger. In
short,thingsareoftenpresentedas‘larger’thanobjects,asmaterialenti-
tiesirreducibletotheirfunctioninginhumaneverydaylife.Sincemybook
focusesondesignprofessionals’ideasconcerningthematerialcultureof
dailylife,object isamoreappropriateoperativeterm.However,Iusethe
term‘things’whenIneedtoemphasisethelimitsofdesigners’intentions
torationaliseconsumptionandeverydaylife.Thisdistinctionishelpfulin
analysingSovietprofessionaldiscourse,whichwasbasedonanambigu-
ousvocabulary.Sovietdesignprofessionalsusuallyusedthetermveshch 
(pl.veshchi),whichcanbetranslatedbothas‘object’and‘thing’(thelatter
canbeusedsimilarlyinanabstract,non-materialsense).Anotherpopular
andsimilarlyambivalenttermwaspredmet,whichmeansobject,butcan
alsobeused in thesenseof ‘subject’, like ‘thesubjectofconversation’.
Myaimistoidentifyandcharacterisethegradationsofmeaningbehind
eitherusageamongSovietdesigners.Forexample,inthequoteopening
this introduction, critic Nina Iaglova acknowledges the possibility that
objectsmighthaveamessagelargerthanthedesigners’intentionandthat
artistsmayactasinterpretersratherthanmastersandcreatorsofveshchi.
The interplaybetween the twomeaningsofveshch isperhaps themost
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8 Comradely objects

interesting aspect of the second historical attempt to create a socialist
materialculturethatcommencedinthe1960s.

Inaddition toaprofessionaldesignvocabulary,Sovietmaterialcul-
ture was affected by economic categories. Household objects, together
with sports equipment, musical instruments and other accessories for
leisureactivities, constituted thecategory tovary kul’turno-bytovogo naz-
nacheniia (commoditiesofculturalandeverydaypurpose),whichwasa
subcategory of tovary shirokogo potrebleniia (consumer goods or com-
modities). However, this terminology appeared in design professionals’
parlanceratherinfrequently,usuallywhentheydiscussedretailtradeand
consumption,thedesiredtargetsoftheirwork.Foranalyticalpurposes,I
usetheterms‘commodity’and‘consumergoods’,buttheydonotapplyto
theentireareaofprofessionalactivityconsideredinthisbook.Myfocusis
onthedifferentattemptstoaddresstheproblematicnatureofcommodity
culture in socialist society and to create non-capitalist commodities, or
evennon-commodities.

A lateSovietobjectcouldnotentirelybelongtocommodityculture.
Thiswasnotonlybecauseofitssubjectiontotheplannedeconomy,but
alsobecauseof itsproximity to thecategoryof art.Thecomplex inter-
relations between art, design and production is a crucial theme of this
book.Itposesanotherterminologicalchallenge:findingavocabularyfor
artists’effortstocreateaworldofcomradelyobjects.Thetermsdecorative 
art(dekorativnoe iskusstvo)andapplied art(prikladnoe iskusstvo)became
popularinRussiafromthemid-nineteenthcenturyundertheinfluenceof
the European, primarily British, movement for art reform, prompted by
rapid industrialisationandmassproduction. InRussia,both termswere
associatedwiththedecorationofobjectsmass-producedforutilitarianuse
and,morebroadly,withtheestablishmentofartandindustryschoolsand
thereorganisationofpeasantcraftsmenintocooperativehandicraftwork-
shopsbeginninginthe1860s,aprocessthatreacheditspeakattheturnof
thecentury.37Intheeducationofdecorativeandappliedartists,themain
emphasiswasplacedonthemeticulousstudyoftraditionalRussianand
Europeanornaments,understoodasdecisivestylisticelements.Thepro-
motionofartisanalindustryalsoplayedaroleinpopularisingtraditional
ornaments.TheleftistartistsofearlyBolshevikRussia,especiallyproduc-
tivists,dismissedthisapproachasbackwardanddescribeditpejoratively
asprikladnichestvo(‘cornycraft’)andukrashatel’stvo(‘kitschdecoration’).
Afterthereformofartisticorganisationsintheearly1930s,accompanied
bythecondemnationofavant-gardemovementsas‘bourgeois’,theterms
dekorativnoe iskusstvoandprikladnoe iskusstvowereusedmorefrequently,
but usually to describe minor forms of art, secondary to painting and
sculpture.AtthesametimetheSovietartisanalindustrywasinstrumen-
talisedforsouvenirproductionandtoshowcasethediversityoftraditional
craftsintheSovietrepublics.38
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AfterStalin’sdeath,artprofessionalshadtomodernisethisterminol-
ogy.AleksandrSaltykov,anexpertonRussianreligiousartandpeasant
crafts, popularised the somewhat cumbersome term decorative-applied 
art to signify the art of organising everyday life. The term appeared in
officialnamesofspecialiseddepartments inartists’unionsandsections
ofexhibitionsandbecamepartoftheofficialterminology.However,not
allofSaltykov’scolleaguesweresatisfiedwith the term,andtheoretical
objectionsandcorrectionswerecontinuallyexpressed.Manythoughtthat
applied shouldinsteadsignifythesuperficialapplicationofdecorationto
poorlymadeutilitarianobjects.Decorative art,thoughnottotallysatisfac-
tory,causedfewerobjections.

Drawingthelinebetween‘decorativeart’and‘design’ isnotalways
easyforahistorianofstatesocialism,andneitherwasitfortheprotag-
onistsofmystory.Therefore, thechoiceof term isconditional inevery
instance. When speaking about the projects of the main Soviet design
organisation, the All-Union Research Institute of Technical Aesthetics
(VNIITE),Iuse‘design’asashortcutfor‘industrialdesign’–theactivity
concerned with the visual coherence, functionality, economic feasibility
and user-friendliness of industrially produced objects. In the chapters
dedicatedtotheartisticworkonlimited-editionoruniqueobjectsintradi-
tionalmaterials(e.g.ceramics,glass,textiles),Ifinddecorative art tobethe
mostsuccinctterm,notleastbecausemyprotagonistschoseitasacom-
promiseinterminologicalbattles.Ingeneraldiscussions,Iusetheterm
‘design’ with what Glenn Adamson et al. call an ‘ecumenical attitude’39
– that is, inclusively. Iunderstanddesignas thecreativeworkaimedat
producing various objects. This choice of terminology is, I believe, the
mostusefulinabookcentredonthebiographyofobjectsacrossdifferent
professional settingsbefore theconsumer stage (which, inmanycases,
neveroccurred).Inaccordancewiththischoice,theumbrellaterm‘design
professionals’willappear throughout thechapters to includedecorative
artists,designersandcritics.

A historical overview of Soviet design

The1920sproductivist visionof theartist asaproducerof ‘comradely’
objects waned and eventually dissipated with the state’s campaign for
centralising art policies in the early 1930s. This period was marked by
rapidindustrialisationandmassmobilisation.TheSovietstatepromoted
modest luxury objects as the reward for the hard work of outstanding
workers, technical specialists and engineers; these objects were often
decoratedwithconventionalornaments.40Beginningin1932,withthe(in)
famousresolutionbytheCentralCommitteeoftheCommunistParty‘On
thereconstructionofliteraryandartisticorganisations’(23April1932),41
theavant-gardistideaoftheartistasanorganiseroflifegavewaytothe
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10 Comradely objects

view of the artist as a collaborator with power, obedient to the tastes
of the Party leaders. Visual artists were now expected to celebrate the
Soviet‘brightfuture’inpaintings,sculpture,graphicarts,monumentalart
(frescoes,mosaicsortapestries),andbydecoratingpublicinteriors,city
squares,paradesandfestivals.Inthefieldoftransportationandmilitary
hardwaredesign,specialistsresponsiblefortheappearanceofitemsand
howthisconnotedtheirpracticalfunctionwerenotcalled‘designers’but
‘constructors’(konstruktory).42Theiractivitywasperceivedaspurelytech-
nical andnot aesthetic; thepredominant criteria for their designswere
practicality,durabilityandeconomicconsiderations.43ThesoleSovietart
journalIskusstvodidnotpayattentiontotheirwork,asitseditorsdidnot
evenregarditasrelatedtoaesthetics.

Thisdidnotmeantheendofdesign,however.After1932,manyofthe
survivorsof theavant-gardemovement foundrefuge insetdesign,book
illustration, clothing design and organising public celebrations. Soviet
industrialisationandthethrivingoftransportengineeringcreatedaneed
fordesignersofvehicleinteriors–ships,boats,aeroplanes,trams–many
ofwhomcamefromarchitecturalbackgrounds.Forexample,thearchitect
IosifVaks, anemployeeof theLeningradResearchandProject Institute
ofHouseBuildingandCivilEngineering(Lenproekt)inthe1940s–1950s,
designedinteriorsforanumberofpassengerferriesandatramcarmanu-
facturedbytheLeningradcar-repairplant.44Engineeringanddecorativeart
hadlittleincommonatthattime:theformerwasorientedtosolvingutilitar-
iantasks,thelattertocreatingnewsocialist‘beauty’.45Nosystematicguide-
linesforcreatingdifferenttypesofmaterialobjectsexistedatthattime.46

However, thefirststeps towardsestablishingadesignprofession in
theUSSRweremadeinthemidstoftheSecondWorldWarinthebesieged
cityofLeningrad:Vaks,thenacamouflage-makerfortheairdivisionofthe
BalticFleet,recognisedtheneedtotrainspecialistsfortherestorationof
damagedmonumentsandbuildingsafterthewar’send.InOctober1943,
with the support of the chief architect of Leningrad, Nikolai Baranov,
Vaks obtained permission from the executive committee (Ispolkom) of
theLeningradSovietofworkers’deputiestoestablishaschoolofartand
industry,basedonthemodeloftheCentralSchoolofTechnicalDrawing,
whichhadbeen liquidated in1922.47TheLKhU (LeningradArtSchool)
officiallyopened,withthesanctionoftheCouncilofPeople’sCommissars
ofRSFSR,on1 January1944 (a year after the siegehadbeenpartially
broken).48Itwasstaffedbypre-wargraduatesfromtheIlyaRepinInstitute49
andtheSchoolofTechnicalDrawing,whohadsurvivedthewarandwhom
Vakssummonedfromthefar-flungdestinationstheyhadpreviouslybeen
evacuatedto.Notably,theenrolmentprovidedstudents–15–18-year-olds
whohadearlierbeenevacuatedfromLeningradandhadnowreturnedto
betrainedasrestorers–withaccesstofreehousing,basicclothingand
freemeals,arealprivilegeinanexhaustedcityduringwartime.50
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The next step in making design a profession in the USSR was the
governmental resolution ‘On preparing cadres for art industry and art-
decorativeworks’inFebruary1945.Thisdocumentsanctionedthedevel-
opment of LKhU into a larger institution, the Art and Industry School,
namedafterVera I.Mukhina (knownas theMukhinaSchool for short),
which together with the Moscow Art and Industry School (a revived
pre-revolutionaryCountStroganovSchoolofartsandcrafts)becamethe
verybestofSovietdesigneducationandguidedthethirtyart-and-industry
vocationalschoolsnationwide,withatotalof3,140students.51Aparallel
developmentoccurredinengineeringdesign,undertheguidanceofIurii
Soloviev,asonofanaircraftfactorydirectorwho,thankstohisprivileged
socialposition,couldinfluencethedecisionsofgovernmentofficials.52As
agraduateoftheMoscowPrintingInstitutein1943,Solovievcreatedand
headedtheArchitectureandArtBureauundertheaegisoftheMinistry
ofTransport Industry inDecember1945.53TheBureauwasresponsible
for designing public transport including river boats, railway carriages,
Moscow trolley buses and, most prominently, the atomic-powered ice-
breakershipLenin(designedin1953–55).54

Meanwhile, some restructuring occurred within the Moscow and
Leningrad Unions of Soviet Artists (MOSKh and LSSKh). The sector
of decorative-ornamental art in MOSKh was renamed the ‘section of
decorative-applied art’ and divided into three sub-sections: decorative-
ornamentalworks, textilesandappliedart.55This section, like itscoun-
terpartinLeningrad,becameacentreforvibrantdiscussiononthesocial
significanceofform-givingtousefulobjects.Inearly1953,andincreas-
ingly after Stalin’s death, when the ideological grip on artistic commu-
nitiesloosened,appliedartistsarguedthattheirartwasasimportantas
paintingandsculpture, ifnotmoreso.The latteraffectedSovietpeople
only in museums and public spaces, they argued, while ‘decorative-
applied art’ permeates everyday life.56 Such statements resonated with
the state leadership,whichhadalready realised in theearly1950s that
the improvement of living standards and consumer goods could be an
effective instrument for maintaining the public’s loyalty and the Soviet
Union’spositiveimagevis-à-visthecapitalistWest.57InOctober1952the
XIXthCommunistPartyCongressoutlineddirectivesforthefifthFive-Year
Plan,includingalarge-scaleexpansionofthestate’shousingconstruction
programme.58ThenewPartyregulations,adoptedattheCongress,guar-
anteed tosatisfy ‘theconstantlygrowingmaterialandculturaldemands
oftheSovietPeople’,59apromisethatnecessitatedintensiveinvestmentin
thedevelopmentofdecorativeart.

Acrucialintersectionbetweentheinterestsofthestateandofapplied
artistswasmasshousing.Thepost-warSovietUnionexperiencedacat-
astrophicshortageof livingspace,withbarracksandcommunalflatsas
standard homes for a large majority of urban dwellers. A new housing
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12 Comradely objects

programmehadalreadybeendevelopedbytheStalinist leadership,and
between1944and1954somemeasuresweretaken.InNovember1955the
Partyandgovernmentissuedaresolution‘Ontheliquidationofexcesses
in planning and building’60 that called for the development of uniform
housingcomplexes,therationaluseofmaterials,andthatrejectedfaçade
and interior decoration in favour of simplicity and economic feasibility.
Laterthehousingdecreeof31July1957recognisedtherighttohousing
of all Soviet citizens and promised to overcome the housing shortage
within10–12years.BytheneverySovietcitizenwastobeprovidedwitha
separate,thoughsmall,flat.61Peopleweregraduallymovingintotheirnew
flatsandneededtoturnthemintohomes,tofurnishthemwithappropriate
commodities,andthestateneededexpertstocontrolandguidethenew
inhabitants.

Khrushchev’s famous secret speech at the XXth Congress of the
CommunistParty inFebruary1956greatly affected thedevelopmentof
Sovietdesign.Howeverincompletetheprocesswas,thede-Stalinisation
thatfollowedstimulatedtheliberalisationofcultureandprovidedopportu-
nitiesforrethinkingSovietaesthetics.Thereweretwodirections:learning
fromcontemporaryWesternexperienceandacautiousrevivaloftheideas
of the Russian avant-garde, including productivist art. A key event for
thegenerationofprofessionaldesigndiscussionswastheFirstAll-Union
ConventionofArtists,whichtookplaceinMoscowfrom28Februaryto5
March1957.62ThisConventionnotonlycompletedtheprocessoforganis-
ingtheArtists’UnionoftheUSSR.Italsorespondedtothevocalappear-
anceofdecorativeartprofessionalsbygrantingthemrepresentationon
theSecretariatofthenewUnion’sgoverningboard,sanctioningtheestab-
lishmentof‘committeesondecorativeart’63onthegoverningboardsofthe
Artists’UnionoftheUSSR andtheArtFund(thesocialorganisationthat
managedstatecommissionsfromartists),andfoundinganunprecedented
monthlyjournal,Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR (Decorative Art of the USSR).
Thisjournalwouldbecomeaforumfordebatesonaesthetics,societyand
cultureinSovietsocietyvirtuallyuntiltheendoftheSovietUnion.64

Thethemescoveredbythenewjournalgrewtoincludetheaesthetics
ofmachinesandappliancesatthesametimeastheUSSRwasfamously
hostingtheUSnationalexhibitioninthemidsummerof1959.Thisexhibi-
tionfamiliarisedabroadstratumofSovietsociety–notjusttheattendees
butallthosewhofollowedthepresscoverage–withtheappealingimageof
Westernconsumerculture.Thismomentouseventhasbeendescribedin
detailbyseveralhistorians,particularlyemphasisingthefamous‘kitchen
debate’ between Khrushchev and the American Vice-President Richard
Nixon.Thedebatemadeobviousthesignificanceofdomesticconsump-
tionasacomponentofpoliticalpower.65

By the end of the 1950s several factors had come together for the
emergenceofthedesignprofessionintheUSSR.First,Soviettradeorgan-
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isations,whichprovided commodities for export, showedan interest in
thecommoditycultureofwesternEurope,especiallyBritain.Second,fac-
tory managers were interested in increasing labour efficiency.66 Third,
Iurii Soloviev strove to achieve the recognition and nationwide use
ofthemethodsthathepractisedinhisBureau.Atthebeginningof1961
inthewakeoftheSoviet–Britishexchangeoftradefairs,whichincluded
theshowcasingofconsumergoods,SolovievtravelledtoEnglandtolearn
fromBritishdesignideasandpracticalapproachestoindustrialdesign.67
Uponhisreturn,hemanagedtoconvincethestubbornSovietauthorities
thatindustrialdesignwasworthfundingas‘apowerfultooltoimprovethe
standardoflivingwithoutsubstantialinvestment’,stressingitsutilitarian
aspect.68 The confluence between the interests of applied artists, engi-
neers,factorymanagers,tradeworkersandstateleadersresultedinthe
governmentaldecree‘Onperfectionoftheproductsofmachine-building
industry and commodities of everyday purpose by the means of imple-
mentingmethodsofartisticengineering’inApril1962.69Preparedbythe
State Committee on Science and Technology and formulated mostly by
Soloviev, this document sanctioned the establishment of the All-Union
ResearchInstituteofTechnicalAesthetics(VNIITE),asocialistcounterpart
totheUKCouncilofIndustrialDesign(CoID,est.1945),withwhosework
Soloviev was familiar. Not surprisingly, Soloviev became the institute’s
director (and retained this position until his emigration to England in
1991).ThemajoraimofVNIITEwastodevelopacomprehensivetheoryof
Sovietdesignandtoestablishdesignguidelinesforprototypesforcapital
andconsumergoods,aswellasindustrialgraphicsandcorporateidentity
nationwide.70Thedecreeauthorisedtheestablishmentofdesignbureaus
atmajorfactoriesandregionaleconomiccouncilsandobligedallfactories
tohavean‘artist-engineer’(khudozhnik-konstruktor)onthestaff.Thelatter
termwasusedinsteadoftheAnglophoneandthen-consideredcapitalist
term ‘designer’, while the term ‘design’ was considered too vague and
was thus replaced by three different terms (these will be explained in
Chapter2).Bytheendofthe1960sVNIITEhadtenregionalbranchesin
Leningrad,Sverdlovsk (nowYekaterinburg),Khabarovsk,Kiev,Kharkov,
Minsk,Vilnius,Tbilisi,YerevanandBaku.71

From thestart,VNIITEactively strove tobuildan internationalnet-
work. Its monthly bulletin Tekhnicheskaia Estetika, which first appeared
inJanuary1964,regularlyfeaturedarticlesfromWesterndesignjournals,
andeachissuewasappendedwithanEnglishsummary.Actingasaskilled
design diplomat, Soloviev consistently convinced the Soviet authorities
togranthisemployeesaccesstoforeignliterature,researchtripstothe
Easternbloccountriesandeven,albeit less frequently, to theWest.He
alsosecuredpermissiontohostforeigndesigners,includingsuchstarsas
RaymondLoewyandKenjiEkuan,andtoholdregulardesignexhibitions
in the USSR.72 From 1965 VNIITE was a member of the International

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   13 16/09/2020   09:16



14 Comradely objects

Councilof theSocietiesof IndustrialDesign (ICSID)andparticipated in
itsannualcongresses.In1969Solovievwaselectedvice-president,along
withsuchoutstandingdesignersasEliotNoyesandGinoValle.73Inthis
capacity,Solovievorganisedaninternationaldesignseminar,‘Interdesign’,
approvedbyboththeICSIDandtheSovietgovernment,whichwasheld
inMinsk,BelarusianSSR,andbecameanannualevent.74InOctober1975
Moscowhostedthe9thICSIDCongress.75In1987,afteryearsofnegotia-
tion,Solovievconvincedthegovernmenttoauthorisetheestablishmentof
theDesigners’UnionoftheUSSR.76

Another major institution related to the design of objects was the
Artists’ Union of the USSR. Through its regional branches and its Art
Fund and through a complex system of workshop cooperatives, artists’
retreats and exhibitions, the Artists’ Union nurtured a vision of design
as aesthetic and artistic, rather than just technical and economic. Even
though the administrators of art institutions expected decorative art to
actasanaid to traditionalartistic industriessuchas textiles,porcelain,
glassware,etc.,theycontinuallyencourageddecorativeartiststopartici-
pateingeneralartexhibitions,thusplacingtheirworkinthecategoryof
visualculture.77Moreover,thelabel‘decorativeart’oftenfunctionedasa
passforunconventionalformalexperiments.Decorativeartistshadmore
spaceforexpressionthantheir‘easel’colleagues.Forexample,thetextile
artistAnnaAndreevarecalledworkingonstatecommissionsforfestivals
andinternationalexhibitions,whereshewasgrantedmorefreedomthan
easel painters, muralists and graphic artists. The marginal status of a
decorativeartistallowedAndreeva toexperimentwith techniques (such
astrompe-l’œil)andmotifs(suchasLatinfonts)thatwouldbeunthinkable
in‘big’art.AsKseniaGusevanotes,such‘visualexperimentswouldhave
beenimpossibleifnotprotectedbytheverylogicofthetextilemedia’.78
Likewise,glassandceramicartbecameleadingarenasfordaringcompo-
sitionsandimageryinthelate1960sand1970srespectively,thankstothe
‘protection’ofthemedia.79Materiality,therefore,wastheprerequisitefor
aestheticbreakthroughs.Inaddition,likeVNIITE,theArtists’Unionspon-
soredinterregionalandinternationalexchangeintheformofexhibitions,
symposia,workshopsandfieldtrips,allofwhichstimulatedafreeflowof
ideasthatcouldotherwiseprovechallengingevenintheseeminglysafer
watersofdecorativeart.

WithallthedifferencesbetweenVNIITEandtheArtists’Unioninterms
ofprinciples,goalsandapproaches tomanagingSoviet socio-economic
andculturallife,thetwowereinterconnectedthroughtheirpersonneland
agenda.Both,thoughtodifferentextents,addressedtheproblemofeducat-
ingthetastesoftheSovietpeoplewhilealsofulfillingtheirdesiresascon-
sumers.InthetimeofKhrushchev’sThaw,bothdealtwiththeorganisation
oflabourandleisureofasocietystillovercomingthetraumasofStalinism
andtheSecondWorldWar.VNIITEandthedecorative-appliedartsections
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oftheArtists’Unionplayedanimportantpartinthepost-Stalinistrenegoti-
ationofaestheticsandpolitics(thisprocessmaybecomparedtotheefforts
oftheemployeesofthefamousUlmSchoolofDesigninWestGermanyto
aidinthede-Nazificationofculture,asPaulBettsdemonstrates).80While
Sovietdesign,broadlyconceived, includeda largenumberoforganisa-
tionsandinstitutionsatdifferentlevels,mybookfocusesonthesetwoas
keyplayersinconceptualisinglatesocialistmaterialculture,whichcreated
aspaceforthebreachingofideologyandadebateaboutwhatconstitutes
properlysocialistcomradelyobjects.

The geographical challenge

ThegeographicalscopeofthisstudyisconfinedtoSovietRussiatoavoid
generalisations about the many different republics and regions of the
USSR.Eventhoughthedesignsystem,likeallSoviet institutionalstruc-
tures, was centralised, design developed differently according to each
republic’seconomicsituation, localpublicattitudes toartandcraft tra-
ditions,andtheuse (or invention)of these traditionsbystate-employed
specialists.

Needlesstosay,therewasalsoagreatdiversityofdesignandmaterial
cultureswithinSovietRussia.Regional and localhistoriesof theSoviet
erahavebecomeanimportanttrendinscholarship,andacasestudycan
revealstrikingaspectsofSoviethistorythatarenotevidentinthosestud-
iesthatonlyfocusonMoscoworLeningrad.Recordingthedesignhisto-
riesofdifferentRussianregionsisamuch-neededenterprise.However,
arguably, such an enterprise would benefit from building on a general
historyoftheoriesofobjects,andtheprinciplesofdesignthatintheSoviet
caseoftenstartedfromthecentre,anddemonstratinghowtheseauthori-
tativeguidelineswerechallengedorinfluencedbylocalinitiatives.Myaim
istoprovidethebasisforsuchcasestudiesbytellingastorybasedoncen-
trallyissueddocumentsandprofessionalperiodicalsandbyexploringthe
influentialart/designcollectivesbasedinthetwocitiesthatconcentrated
alotofcreativeforces–MoscowandLeningrad.Alternativegeographies
ofSovietdesignandmaterialculturethatwoulddisputethisbook’stheses
willbeextremelyvaluableforstudiesoflatesocialismaswellasforthe
generaldiscussionoftheglobalvs.thelocalinthehistoryofdesign.

Chapter outlines

Thechaptersproceed inanon-linearchronology.Theytracetheentan-
gleddevelopmentofthetwoprofessionalspheresconcernedwithobjects:
industrial design and decorative art. Chapter 1 expands on the histori-
calbackgroundof socialistobjects sketchedbriefly in this introduction.
It introduces the concept of the aesthetic turn to describe the gradual
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broadeningofthemeaningofaestheticsafterStalin’sdeathin1953,which
culminatedintheearly1960s.Theaestheticturnresultedintheformation
intheUSSRofwhatthephilosopherJacquesRancièrecallsan‘aesthetic
regimeofarts’–amodeof identifyingdifferentartsasequalandvalu-
ableintheirspecificity.Iwillanalysethenewaestheticregimeofartsby
highlightingitskeycategories:realism,contemporaneityandtaste.These
categories acquired new meanings during the 1950s and early 1960s.
Realism was then seen as a specific quality of things, not as a way of
depictingthem.Contemporaneityappearedasameasureofthesocialrel-
evanceofanobject.Finally,tasteturnedintoatoolforprobingthelimits
betweenauthenticityandappearance.Thechapterdrawsonprofessional
discussionsanddesignsfromthe1950s–1960stoillustratethenewroles
ofthesethreecategories.

Thepromiseof theSovietCommunistPartyand thegovernment to
‘fullysatisfytheconstantlygrowingmaterialandculturaldemandsofthe
Sovietpeople’wascentraltothesocio-politicalreformismofStalin’ssuc-
cessor,NikitaKhrushchev.Itmeantthemobilisationofvariousspecialists
in the campaign to increase the quality and quantity of available con-
sumergoodsandcreateastrongalternativetoWesternconsumerculture.
Whilehistorianshave thoroughlyexplored the roleof consumergoods’
designduringtheColdWar,Iwillfocus,inChapter2,onthedesigners’
approachtotheexistingpoolofSovietgoodsasunrulythingsthatneeded
tobeorderedintorationalandwell-functioningobjects.Thechapterwill
demonstratehowtheprofessionaldebateregardingthebordersbetween
art, technics and everyday life paved the way for theorising industrial
designunderstatesocialismwhilesomeofitscomplexitiesbecamerap-
idlyoutdatedwiththeinstitutionalisationofthedesignprofessionbythe
government.ThechapterfurtheranalysesthemethodologyofVNIITEat
theinitialstageofitsoperationandtherebyaddressesthecontradictions
oftheKhrushchev-eravisionoftheperfectorderofthings.

Fromtheearly1950sSovietdecorativeartistsusedtheirconnection
to everyday life as the main argument for their highly important status
in the Soviet artistic community. The establishment of VNIITE in 1962
seemedlikethebeginningofasystemofclearprinciplesandguidelines
foralltypesofobjectsandforthemanydifferentprofessionalswhohelped
produce them. Decorative artists and designers all assumed the role of
expertsinimprovingmaterialcultureandparticularlythemodernhome.
Thiswas theapogeeof theKhrushchev-eraaesthetic turn.However,as
recent studieshaveshown,beginning inaround1965with the removal
of Khrushchev from power, the state and the experts that it employed
changedtheirrhetoricfromthepraiseofstandardinteriorsandrational
objectstowardsthepermittingofadiversityoftastesandspiritualityas
anessential componentofdaily life.Chapter3analyses themid-1960s’
conceptualchangeindecorativeartandarguesthatitstemmednotonly
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fromtheofficialbacklashagainstKhrushchev’sreformistpolicies,butalso
fromtheSovietdesigners’responsivenesstotheglobalcrisisofmodern-
istaestheticsinthemid-1960sandtheriseofthepostmodernistcritique
ofdesign.Comparingworksofdecorativeartfromtheearlyandthelate
1960s,thechapterrevealsthetechniquesthattheartistsusedinorderto
criticise the state-sponsoredcampaign for improving consumer culture.
Farfromaninstrumentofstatepropagandaregardingmaterialwell-being
undersocialism,Sovietdecorativeartinthelate1960sbecameaforumfor
commentaryonthefundamentalchallengesofSovietmodernity.Itraised
suchquestionsastheplaceofindividualityintheworldofuniformmass
productionandconsumption,thefateoftraditionalcraftsintheindustrial
age,theroleofdiversefolkmotifsinSovietculturalinternationalismand
themeaningofsincerityandemotionalconnectioninasocialistsociety.

Meanwhile,thevisionofasocialistobject,promotedbyVNIITE,was
also far from uniform. Chapter 4 identifies the elements of critique in
state-sponsoredindustrialdesignofthe1970s.ItshowsthatjustasVNIITE
designershadbuilt a theoretical basis for actionby the late 1960s and
starteddevelopingnewprototypesformoderndomesticobjects,suchas
vacuumcleanersandrefrigerators,theyalsostartedtorecognisetheinad-
equacyoftheobjectasabasicunitofsocialistmaterialculture.Following
thetheoristsoftheUlmSchoolofDesign(1953–68)whowerecriticalof
Americanstylingandpromotedan interdisciplinaryapproachtodesign,
VNIITEdesigners tendedtoseeenvironments,andnotobjects,as ideal
endproductsoftheirwork.Withoutabandoningtheavant-gardistideaof
acomradelyobject,Sovietdesignersandtheoristsdwelleduponanother
notionoftheavant-gardefromthelate1960s:theartistasanorganiserof
allaspectsofsociety’s life, includingthematerialenvironmentsofwork
and leisure.Afterdiscussing several projects forhomeappliances from
theearly1970s,thechapterexplainsthenotionofadesignprogramme
thatansweredtotheinterestsofboththestateanddesignersregarding
theoptimisationoflifeinlateSovietsociety.Throughacasestudyofan
early1980sdesignprogramme,Iwilldemonstratethatthistypeofdesign-
ingwasatoncetotalisticandflexible:ittendedtoregulatebroadareasof
humanactivitybutalsoleftspaceforconsumeractivityandvariation.

Finally,thefifthchapterconsiderstheidentitycrisisofthe1970s–early
1980s,experiencedbydecorativeartists in thesystemof traditionalart
industries,state-sponsoredworkshopsandexhibitions.Itshowsthejoint
attemptofartistsandcriticstorenegotiatethepositionofdecorativeart
vis-à-vis industrial design, industrial production andeasel art. Thepro-
posed solution – the creation of a vigorous interdisciplinary production
culturebasedonmutual respectbetweenartists,engineers, technicians
andadministrators–proved insufficient tosatisfy thedecorativeartists’
creativeandcriticalurges.Even factory-employedartists tended todis-
sociate themselves from the state-run campaign to improve consumer
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18 Comradely objects

products and life standards, instead focusing on consumers’ ‘spiritual
needs’.Whilethistendencywasconnectedtotheriseofneo-traditionalist
ideasandanti-WesternattitudesamongSovietintellectuals,itwasideo-
logicallyheterogeneousandwascomprisedofverydifferentpositionsand
motives.Ceramicscametobetheleadingarenafortheseekingofanon-
commodity-basedmaterialculture.Ifollowthisroleofceramicsthrough
thedecade-longactivitiesofagroupofLeningradceramicartistscalled
OneComposition(OK).Foundedthankstofavourableinstitutionalcircum-
stances,thegroupreconsideredwhatconstitutedausefulobjectandques-
tionedtheroleofdecorativeartists inasocialistsociety.Uncomfortable
withtheirpositionasproducersonlyofutilitarianobjects,theyadvanced
theconceptof‘image-ceramics’.Limitedbymodesttechnicalcapabilities,
the Leningraders tried to achieve the kind of expressive power usually
associatedwitheaselart.Thoughtheyfocusedonthesymbolicmeanings
ofobjects,materialityinstantlyfascinatedandinformedthem.Theinternal
dynamicsoftheOKgroupreflectedthetensionsbetweenSovietintellectu-
alsandthestateintheearlydaysofpoliticalandeconomicchangeunder
theleadershipofMikhailGorbachev,knownasperestroika,whichwould
ultimatelyleadtothedisintegrationoftheSovietartanddesignsystem.
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1
The aesthetic turn after Stalin

InOctober1967readersofthejournalDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR were
probably surprised to find that the latest issue lacked its usual table of
contents and was mostly devoid of text. Instead, they were confronted
withforty-fivepagesofhigh-qualitycolourandblack-and-whiteimagesof
objectsproducedintheSovietUnionoverthepastfivedecadessinceits
founding.Thisishowthejournal’seditors–madeupofdecorativeartists,
designers,criticsandphilosophers–chosetocelebratethejubileeofthe
OctoberRevolution,joiningthechorusoffestivitiesorganisedalloverthe
country in 1967. The editorial, appropriately entitled ‘Glory to the 50th
AnniversaryoftheGreatOctoberSocialistRevolution’,explainedthatthey
wantedto‘givethefloortothewordlessyeteloquentwitnessestoourhis-
tory,theproductsofthecreativespiritofartists’.1

Thefollowingpagescontainednotext,onlytheimagesofthe‘witnesses’:
monuments to the Soviet Constitution, Karl Marx and Jean-Paul Marat,
built in1918–19 inMoscowaccordingto theLeninPlanofMonumental
Propaganda; a 1920 porcelain saucer, ‘Red Baltic Fleet’, decorated with
thefigureofarevolutionarysailor;the1935post-constructivistpavilionof
theMoscowmetrostationRedGatesbytheavant-gardearchitectNikolai
Ladovskii;anensembleoftraditionalclaytoysproducedbyTajik,Uzbekand
Russiancraftsmenin1960–61;the1967memorialtothevictimsofNazism
onthesiteofthelabourcampSalaspils(Latvia);a1967pulegoso2 glassvase
madebyMoscowartists;aselectionoflate1920stextilepatternswithindus-
trialmotifs;theinterioroftheSovietPavilionatExpo1967inMontreal;a
decorativepaintingofapeacockbyavillagecraftsmanfromtheKievregion;
therecentlyfinishedhigh-risebuildingoftheCOMECONheadquarterson
NewArbatStreetinMoscow;andmanymore(plate1).Thegallerycon-
cludedwithablack-and-whitephotoofa1920sstatueofLenininBatumi,
Georgia,resolutelyfacingtheoppositepage,colouredapure,simplered.
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To today’s observers, the image gallery is striking because of the
eclecticismof themes, types, scalesand techniqueswithin it. Itsprinci-
plesappearopaque.Inaway,theycanbeconsideredsimilartothoseof
JorgeLuisBorges’sChineseEncyclopaedia,famouslyinvokedbyMichel
FoucaultintheprefacetoThe Order of Things,inwhichthereaderfaces
the ‘oddity of unusual juxtapositions’. What was the reason for placing
side-by-sideawarmemorial,aporcelaincup,theinteriorofayouthcafé
andamonumenttoLenin?Thesimpleanswerwouldbethat theywere
allproducedintheSovietUnion,butthisdoesnotexplainpreciselywhy
theseobjectsinparticularwerechosen.Italsodoesnotexplaintheslightly
mixedchronology (interchangingobjects from the1920sand1960s)or
theconspicuousabsenceofanythingfromthelate1930stothe1950s.The
questionremains:whatwasthelogicbehindthisorderofthings?

I suggest that the commonalitybetween these images,whichwould
havebeenimmediatelycomprehensibletothejournal’sreaders,wasapar-
ticularaestheticthatgraduallyemergedintheSovietUnionafterStalin’s
deathin1953andbecamepronouncedbythelate1960s.Idonotuse‘aes-
thetics’asitisusedinarttheoryorinthephilosophyofart.Instead,Iinter-
pretaestheticsinabroadersense,onefirstproposedbyJacquesRancière,
as‘aspecificregimeforidentifyingandreflectingonthearts:amodeof
articulationbetweenwaysofdoingandmaking,theircorrespondingmodes
ofvisibility,andpossiblewaysofthinkingabouttheirrelationships’.3This
newaestheticscametoreplacetheStalinistregimeofarts,which,follow-
ingRancière,canbedeemedrepresentative,thatis,itadheredtoahier-
archyofgenresandsubjectmatterandprivilegedspeechovervisibility.4
Withinsucharepresentativeregime,thepublicationoftheimagegalleryin
Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR discussedabovewouldhavebeenunthinkable.
Eventheideaofaspecialjournaljustfordecorativeartwouldhavebeen
impossible.Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR didnotexistuntilDecember1957.
Althoughtherhetoricandmeaningsofartcriticismchangedthroughout
the Stalin era, text always overshadowed visual imagery. For example,
thearticle‘Thirty-FiveYearsofSovietArt’bythepresidentoftheSoviet
AcademyofArtsAleksandrGerasimov,publishedintheofficialartjournal
Iskusstvo inNovember1952, included very few images – onlyfigurative
paintingandheroicsculptures.Thiswasaccompaniedbyalongnarrative
glorifyingthetriumphofsocialistrealismwithanabundanceofreferences
tothegreatworksofLeninandStalin.Theimageswereonlyillustrations
forthetext.Bycontrast,intheOctober1967issueofDekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
SSSR thetextwasreducedonlytocaptions,makingtheimagestheprimary
carriersoftheidealsoftheRevolution.Inotherwords,theimagesthem-
selvesrepresentedthenew,post-Stalinorderofthings.

TheaestheticregimeofartsemergedinSovietRussiainplaceofthe
representativeoneinthe1950s,peakedin1960,andtookonamoreor
lessclearshapebythestartofthe1960s.Icallthisprocesstheaesthetic 
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turnandconsideritthecornerstoneofpost-StalinSovietmodernism.The
aestheticturnwasnotjustareturntotheavant-gardeortotheculturalplu-
ralismofthe1920s,whichhadnotbeenlimitedtotheavant-garde.Rather,
itwasagradualformationofnewconcepts,largelydrivenbypeoplewho
hadbeenconnectedtoavant-gardemovementsinthe1920s.Therefore,
the aesthetic turn refers to change without neglecting the importance
ofcontinuity.Thischapteroffersanoverviewofthekeyconceptsofthe
newaestheticregimeofartsandprovidesbackgroundformyanalysisof
latesocialistobjectsinthefollowingchapters.IntheoverviewIdescribe
the following concepts: first, realism as a specific quality of things, not
depictionsof them;second,contemporaneityasameasureof thesocial
relevanceof anobject; and third, taste as a tool for constructing social
hierarchiesandprobingthelimitsbetweenauthenticityandappearance.

Realism reconsidered

Inthehistoryofart,theStalineraintheSovietUnioniswidelyknownas
theperiodofsocialistrealism.Accordingtothe1934formulationofthe
chief Party ideologist Andrei Zhdanov, presented at the First All-Union
CongressofSovietWriters,socialistrealismwasnotastylebutamethodof
art-making(itseclecticcharacterisoftenemphasised),5aworkingmethod
obligatory forartists inallfields.Despite its totalisingrhetoric,socialist
realism was not monolithic. In fact it had different faces depending on
the artist, the genre and the medium.6 It did not even preclude artistic
individuality;thiswasexemplifiedbythecasesofthepaintersAleksandr
DeinekaandAleksandrLaktionov,bothofwhomwereincorporatedinto
the frameworkofsocialist realismdespitebeingvastlydifferentartists.7
Nonetheless, regardingvisualarts, socialist realismhadacommon fea-
ture:accordingtotheofficial formula,anartistwasexpectedtoportray
reality‘initsrevolutionarydevelopment’8–thatis,tovisualisethestate’s
promisesbydepictingrecognisablelifeformsinthedesiredmanner.

Formally,socialistrealismremainedtheonlypermittedartisticmethod
until perestroika. However, with the changes in cultural policies after
Stalin,includingtheriseofdecorativeartandtheemergenceofthedesign
profession,thenotionofsocialistrealismcouldnotremainthesame.To
fulfilthemodernsocialistmaterialculture,thenotionofsocialistrealism
hadtobeupdated.Whatfollowsisanoverviewoftheoreticalandprac-
tical attempts toadapt socialist realism towhatSusanE.Reidcalls the
‘KhrushchevModern’9–themovetowardsthemassindustrialproduction
ofcommoditiesandtomassconsumption.

In the early 1950s decorative artists gave topicality priority over
materiality.Forexample,studentsofthenewlyestablishedschoolsofart
and industrywereexpected to render thepowerful,positive imageofa
contemporary–atype.ThiswasanunavoidablerequirementofStalinist
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artisticpolicy,whichhadspreadfromliteraturetoallthevisualarts.The
intentionwastoportraythe‘correcttype’ofSovietpersonality,amodel
foridentification,whileallthedecorativetechniques–useoflight,colour,
material, texture – were just means to achieve this. This is evident in
theLeningradcriticV.Kalinin’sreviewofthe1953graduateprojectsof
theMukhinaSchool.Hepraisedtheworksthathadreceivedthehighest
gradesfortheskilfuladaptationoftheirmaterialstothesubjectmatter.
According to this logic, material such as stained glass was just a tool
forcreatingfigurativeimageryinarchitecture.Atthattime,theMoscow
Research Institute of Decorative and Applied Art was developing new
techniques fordecoratingstainedglass,suchasetching,engravingand
counter-reliefs.AccordingtoKalinin,theseinnovationsenabledtheartist
to ‘rendermoreadequatelyandrealistically life-affirming imagesofour
reality,firstofall,imagesofSovietpeopleinthefullestoftheirspiritual
wealth’.Heusedtwoexamplestoillustratehispoint:

ThestainedglassbythestudentV.Statun,depictingagirlcollectivefarmer
labouring,iscarriedoutinagold-yellow,sunnyrangeofcolours,whichper-
fectlyexpressesitsideologicalcontent–freelabourinourcountryasasource
of joy and abundance. The stained glass is rich in chiaroscuro transitions
withouttinting[…]
Asubtlemasteryofvarious techniques isdemonstratedbyGalazova inher
stainedglass‘AbundanceofUkraine’,richandbrightincolour,designedfor
theKharkovbusstation.10

Whatisnoteworthyhereisnottheheroicandcelebratoryimagery–auni-
versalandpredictablefeatureoflateStalinistart–buttheattentiongiven
to thevery specific, technical skillsof theartists in theofficial critique.
Theinherentqualitiesofglasswereconnected(or,rather,subordinated)
totheSovietsymbolismofcheerfulness,prosperityandabundance.The
traditionaltypeofdecorativeartwasusedinanewway:insteadofproduc-
ingthetranscendent,supernaturalimageryofsaintsinGothicchurches,
stainedglassnowgeneratedexpresslyearthly,hyper-naturalpersonifica-
tionsofSovietideals:‘freelabour’,‘abundance’,etc.Ironically,thetrans-
parencyofglasswasalsointendedtoproduceadivineeffect–thetrue
fulfilmentofamiracle,accordingtoSovietmythology.11

Likewise,studentsinartisticceramicsemployedtraditionalformsto
renderdistinctlySovietcontent.Kalininmarkedapairofporcelainvases
with the portraits of Lenin and Stalin (co-created by S. Bogdanova and
K.Kosenkova)asthemostimportantworksofthe1953graduatesofthe
MukhinaSchool.InKalinin’sdescription,thevases’‘well-composedand
sublime’formsreferredtoantiqueamphorae,whiletheirbodiesservedas
groundforthesubtlypaintedportraitsinframesof‘festivegoldornament’
– perfectly in tune with the classicist sympathies inherent to socialist
realism.Asproperly‘orthodox’artworks,thevaseswereexhibitedinthe
StateHermitageMuseum.12
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Yetoneshouldnotoverestimatetheroleoffigurativeelementsinearly
1950sdecorativeart.Althoughencouraged,realisticdepictionwasavoida-
ble.First,purelyornamentaldecorationwasjustifiedifitwasbasedonfolk
art,whichmadeitartofthe‘people’and‘democracy’.Second,notallreal-
isticmotifswerepraisedindiscriminately;thatwasreservedforartthatthe
criticsconsideredmasterfullyadaptedtoitsmedium.Moreover,thecri-
tiqueof‘easelstyle’(stankovizm)inappliedanddecorativeartwaspresent
asearlyas1953andbecamestrongerwiththeunfoldingofKhrushchev’s
Thaw.Aheroic,perfectly socialist subjectmatter,evenwhencombined
withanartist’ssupremeskill,wasnotenoughtoguaranteeasuccessful
result:themediumalsohadtobetakenseriously.

Inthespringof1955Iskusstvo,anofficialjournaloftheArtists’Union
oftheUSSR,publishedanarticlewrittenbytheprominentarthistorian
AleksandrSaltykov.Thearticlearguedthatdecorativeartrequiresadiffer-
entmethodologyofdepictioncomparedtoeaselart.Saltykovassertedthat
theform,proportionalityandnakedbeautyofanobjectshouldserveasthe
basis fordecoration,andthisdecorationshouldnotbeadepictionwith
atmosphericperspective.Therefore,‘ofprimaryimportancearethefore-
ground,theclear,expressivecontours,andtherhythmicallyarrangedand
harmonisedsilhouettes’.13Furthermore,Saltykovreasonedthatdecorative
artwasnotpsychological:thedecorativeartistchoosesandarrangesreal
phenomena‘withgreatfreedom’,andsometimesevenselectsonlycertain
elementsofthosephenomena.Decorativecompositionscanbeveryclose
to illusorydepictionbutcanalsosufficientlydiffer from it.Additionally,
‘oneoftheindispensablequalitiesofadecorativeartistiswideanddaring
fantasy’.Thearticleclearlystatedthatsocialistrealismwasbynomeans
auniversalmethodandthatitcouldevenbecomekitschandbanalwhen
misapplied.Saltykovmeticulouslylistedtheatrocitiesproducedbyoverly
ardentfollowersofrealistprinciples:

Aglass factory inDiat’kovo [a town in theBrianskregion]producesflower
vasesoutofopalglass,withugly forms,with thedepictionofamonumen-
tal statue, ‘A tractor driver and a woman collective farmer’, copied from a
photo.Thedepiction is integratedneitherwith surroundingornamentsnor
withtheobjectitself,andthesevasescanserveasexamplesofbadtaste.The
Leningradfactoryofleadglasstablewarefabricatessimilarvases,depicting
the monument to [General Aleksandr] Suvorov, almost unrecognisable and
alsounrelatedtothevases’shapes.‘Mosshtamp’factoryproducesmetalciga-
rettecaseswiththebas-reliefdepictionofthreeepicheroes[fromthefamous
1898painting]by[Viktor]Vasnetsov.Notmuchremainedfromtheheroes[ot 
bogatyrei malo chto ostalos’],theirdistortedfiguresareindisharmonywiththe
case,andtheobjectindeedlooksdefective.14

Further examples included clumsy adaptations of famous scenes from
nineteenth-centuryRussianpaintingsforthedecorationofpowdercases,
purses,writingpadsandlacquerboxes.
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Aboutayearlater,Iskusstvo publishedapolemicalarticlebytheyoung
Leningrad philosopher and art historian Moisei Kagan entitled ‘On the
Specificity andEssenceofDecorative-appliedArt’.15Everywhereexcept
inthetitle,Kaganpreferredtousetheterm‘appliedart’over‘decorative’
inordertodissociateitfromdecoration,whichheconsideredsuperficial,
holding ‘decorative’ to be a pejorative term. While he disagreed with
Saltykovoncertainpoints,Kaganalsocontendedthatappliedart isnot
illusorybynatureanddoesnotrepresentanything,butratherfulfilscon-
cretepracticalneeds.Inthisrespect,itisakintoarchitecture.Ofthetwo
aspectsofarchitectureandappliedart–practicalandwhatKagancalls
‘ideological-aesthetic’–theformerismoreimportant.Artisticcontentand
aesthetic form– theelements fulfilling ideological function– shouldbe
subordinatedandappliedtothepracticalfunction,Kaganargued.Thus,he
concluded,architectureisalsoanappliedartandonlydistinctbecauseof
itsmonumentalcharacter.16Commentingonthissamearticleataprofes-
sionalmeetingseveralmonthslater(shortlyafterthefamousXXthParty
Congress,whereKhrushchevdenouncedStalin’srepressions),Kaganpre-
sentedhisvisionof‘everyday’socialistrealism:

Ibelievethatoneofthemainprinciplesofappliedartandoneoftherequire-
mentsofsocialistrealismisaspecificsimplicity,concision,andmodestuse
ofdecorativemeans,whichareopposed,ontheonehand,tothedecorativist
stylethatuntilrecentlyprevailedinourarchitectureandappliedart,and,on
theotherhand, to theasceticismofConstructivism thatabsolutely rejected
anyuseofdecorativemeans.17

Here,Kaganskilfullyusedformsofauthoritativediscoursetoupdatethe
notionofsocialistrealism–mutatis mutandis,whichcouldbeappliedto
statesocialism,inthespiritofde-Stalinisation.Hisgoalwastocorrectthe
misdeedsoftherecentpast,arguingagainstcorruptByzantinegrandeur
and advocating for a return to the original Bolshevik ethos, but avoid-
ingwhatheperceivedastheavant-garde’sasceticism.Stalinistsandthe
‘ancients’ofartwerequicktorespond.

Themaincounterattackcame fromNina Iaglova, anestablishedart
critic. She objected that applied art is figurative, because it is always
basedonsomerecognisablemotif,evenifoftenindirectly.Iaglovaillus-
trated this argument with slides showing ancient artefacts (pre-Scyth-
ian,Scythian,EgyptianandRussianartefactsoftheseventeenthcentury):
vessels resembling birds, tables with ‘animal’ legs, etc.18 The only two
contemporaryexamplesgivenbyIaglovawereartpiecesoflateStalinism:
lacework‘Squirrels’(shedidnotmentiontheartist)andamachine-made
wallcarpetbytheartistEremeeva,‘TheFeastofHarvest’.Both,Isuggest,
areexamplesofwhatcanbecalled‘lyric’realism,whichwouldsooncome
tobeseenasStalinistkitschbydecorativeartreformers.Speakingofthe
‘Squirrels’,Iaglovanotedenthusiastically:
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Thisobjectismeanttoliveinourbyt, tobringwarmthandjoyintoourlife.The
artistachievesthisimpressionthroughthethemeofRussiannature,which,
maybe,couldbeexpressedinpaintingfarmoreconcretely;butappliedart,
[inparticular] lace,has itsownmeans,andweenjoy lookingat thispoetic
imageofRussiannature…Everytypeofarthasitsowndegreeofcloseness
tonature,itsownmeasureofconditionality.19

Thiskindofrealism,withitsreferencestowarmth,enjoymentandpoetic
feeling,canbetermed‘lyric’,asacounterparttothe‘epic’realismofcel-
ebratoryglass,ceramicortextiletapestries.

Inresponse,Kaganarguedthatanimage(obraz)shouldnotbecon-
fused with a portrayal (izobrazheniie). He added that all of the arts are
image-bearing(obraznye)intheirownwaybutthatnotallofthemarefig-
urative(izobrazitel’nye).20Kaganultimatelyrejectedboth‘epic’and‘lyric’
versionsofsocialistrealism,offeringa‘practical’oneinstead:‘Iloveart,
but a chair is made for sitting, a cup for drinking, clothes for wearing,
andarchitectureforliving.Andwhenthiselementaryandprosaicfactis
forgotten,thereappearvariousaestheticallyunpleasantthings.’Thisindi-
catesthatforKagannotonlydoesformfollowfunction,asLouisSullivan
putit,butartistic image followsfunction.21

Aparticularlyinterestinginstanceofthepost-Stalinreconsiderationof
realismwasmadebytheartcriticAleksandrChekalovatalectureinthe
decorative-appliedartsectionoftheMoscowbranchoftheArtists’Union
in January1959.LikeKagan,Chekalovbelonged toayounggeneration
of art critics (hewas31at the time).His lecture, titled ‘Peculiaritiesof
ReflectingLife inArtistic-IndustrialObjects’,outlinedtheprinciplesand
objectives of emerging Soviet design. At the start, Chekalov proposed
threemajorquestionsfordiscussion:

1 What are artistic-industrial items – art or non-art? If [they are] art, can
theybeascribedtovisualart?Where is the border between the artistic and the 
non-artistic?[Myemphasis.]
2 Cantheterm‘realism’beusedregardingdecorative-appliedart?Ifyes,how
shouldwedealwiththenotionsoftypicality[tipichnost’], artisticimageandso
on?Because,youknow,weshouldspeakofthestandard[tipovoi][items],but
thisisadifferentmatter.
3 If we speak of realism, should we then speak of the opposite notions –
formalismorabstractionism?Canwe,forexample,callgeometricallyshaped
itemsofdecorative22art‘abstract’?23

Chekalov’s agenda can be viewed as ranging from the general philo-
sophicalquestion‘Whereistheborderbetweentheartisticandthenon-
artistic?’tothemoreparticularproblemofresolvingthecanonicalvision
ofrealismwiththepracticaltasksofindustry.Thelatter,heemphasised,
wasanurgentproblemforSovietarttheory.

In order to solve the conundrum of the unlikely marriage of real-
ismanddecorativeand‘industrial’art,Chekalovproposeda‘revisionist’
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theoryofrealism.HisexplanationsoundslikeanargumentagainstKant’s
theoryofdisinterestedaestheticjudgement:

However ingenuously we perceive this or that object of decorative art – a
rug,astatuette,anarchitecturaldecoration,wallpaper,furniture,atoy–we
alwaysmentallyevaluateit.Thebasisofthisevaluationisourgeneralimpres-
sionofthisobject,dependingonwhetherwecallitbeautifulornotbeautiful.
Even the most superficial analysis makes us realise that we associate the
beautifulwiththeliving.Oureyedistinguishesbetween‘vibrant’and‘dead’
forms,betweencoloursandlines[whichare]intensive,taut,or,incontrast,
languid.Wealwayspreferbold,melodious,richdetailsandrejectthosethat
lookdry,stiffandstunted.Thevibrantforusisakindofasynonymforthe
artistic.24

Evidently, the speaker downplays the concept of ‘realism’ by replacing
itwiththenotionofvibrancy(zhivost’)andequatingitwithbeauty.This
notion is convenient, first, because it corresponds to the Soviet cult of
health,cheerfulnessandphysicalculture,and,second,becauseitisflexi-
bleenoughtoextendtostylisedfigurativeandevennon-figurativeimages.
Thus,ChekalovarguedthatthecharactersinGreekvasepaintingorthe
grotesque figures of birds and animals that decorate ancient and folk
vessels areno less vibrant thanhighly realistic art forms.Furthermore,
he highlighted the vibrancy of geometric objects, ornaments and even
‘monochromaticyettexturallyexpressivefabrics’.25Notetheparallelwith
Iaglova’s reasoning: if for her the animalistic forms of ancient artefacts
were an argument in favour of figurativeness, for Chekalov they were
valuable because of their stylised character, their particular abstraction
fromnature.Objectswithverynaturalisticshapesareoftentheworst,he
argued.Naturalism isopposed to the ‘vibrantbeauty’ that onlybears a
slight resemblance toreality; theviewerneeds torecognise this resem-
blance and, therefore, to be attentive rather than passive in the act of
perception.

Whilehiscritiqueofnaturalisminpaintingcorrespondedtotheofficial
Sovietarttheoryoftheearly1950s,26 Chekalov’stalkisnotablebecauseof
howheimplicitlydefendedabstraction:‘Evensimplechecksandchequers
canbeextremely“vivid”andfullofartisticcontent,buttheycanalsobe
dry,rigid,and“dead”likeatechnicaldrawing.Itdependsonintentionand
implementation.’27Chekalovarguedthatinartanycloseresemblanceto
lifeisdeadlyandrepulsive,explainingthat

Welikethevibrant,thevital,butourtasterequiresthatthisvibrant,sensible,
concretebecomemoreabstract,loseitsimmediateconcreteness,inaway,die
asaconcretephenomenon.Thenitwouldre-emergeinacompletelydifferent
quality–assomethingabsolutelyunlikethehabitualforms,builtaccordingto
differentprinciples.Andonlysuchaconvertedformisperceivedas‘vibrant’;
it suddenlygivesusanewwonderful ideaof thewhole sensible, concrete,
genuinelifeinallitsbeautyandvariety.28
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To justify this odd claim that the living should symbolically die and be
resurrected in art, Chekalov relied on Marx’s authority, but, peculiarly,
thatofayoungMarx.Evidently,Marx’s1844‘EconomicandPhilosophical
Manuscripts’,particularlythepartonalienatedlabour,becamethemost
importantpointof reference for thegenerationofart criticsduring the
Thaw. Special attention was given to the passage where Marx com-
paresproductionprocessesbetweentheanimalandhumanworld.While
theanimalproducesonlyaccording to the immediateneedsof itselfor
of its young,humanbeings canalsoproduce ‘freeof physical need’; if
theanimalbuildsaccordingtothestandardofitsspecies,ahumanbeing
creates ‘according to the laws of beauty’. Thus, humans’ production is
creative: it is a means of self-production ‘not only intellectually, as in
consciousness, but also actively in a real sense’ as humans ‘see them-
selvesinaworldtheymade’.29Drawingonthispoint,Chekalovportrays
art objects as a ‘real product of conscious human labour’, as a human
being’sself-expressionwiththespiritualdimension,includingone’saes-
theticviews.30Consequently,anyhuman-made–orforthatmatterhuman-
designedandmachine-made–objectisanexpressionofreallifeandreal
creativelabour.Weevaluateobjectsof‘everydayart’(bytovogoiskusstva)
byhumanmeasure,andthereforegoodobjectsarethosethatcorrespond
toourideasofconvenienceandbeautyalike,concludedChekalov,antici-
patingSovietdesigners’obsessionwithergonomics.31Frompreciselythis
perspective,heappreciatedfolkart:itsformsareorganicandfunctionally
justified.32

Further,Chekalovraisedtheproblemofcontemporaryindustrialpro-
ductioninrelationtoindividuality.Headmittedthat‘theimageofobjects
graduallybecomesmoreandmoregeneral, that is tosay, international.
Itmoreandmoreshowsanabstractperson,ahumanbeingassuch…
Materialcultureknowsnoborders.’33Thiswasaprogressiveargumentfor
1959,devoidoftheusualreservationsabouttheirreconcilabilitybetween
socialistandcapitalistvalues.However,whatbotheredChekalovwasnot
the danger of bourgeois consumerism but the threat to artistic individ-
uality. He advocated researching better intrinsic qualities of materials,
varyingthetreatmentsofsurface,andcreativeusesofcolouraswaysof
reducingsuchathreat.Hedescribeddiversequalitiesofindustriallypro-
ducedobjectsinastrikinglypicturesquelanguage:

Massinthereadyarticleisalreadynotjustaquantityofmaterialbutalsoa
certainqualityofathree-dimensionalform:monumentalityorfragility,light-
ness, completeness or openness and so on. The borderline of mass is not
onlytheboundaryofvolume,butalsoanartisticallyfoundcontour.Theline
itselfbecomesexpressive–notjuststraightorcurved,butflexibleorrestless,
rhythmicormelodic.Alltheelementsofformappearasifintheendlessclash
andmovementandatthesametimeinharmoniccoordinationandunity.Itis
preciselythisthatweperceiveas‘vibrant’inthebestitemsofeverydayart.34

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   32 20/01/2020   11:10



 The aesthetic turn after Stalin 33

This passage is noteworthy for two reasons. First, there is virtually no
officialclichéandnotraceofauthoritativediscourse.Second,thereisa
clear(evenifunintentional)echoingoftheprominentarthistorianNikolai
Punin’s description of Vladimir Tatlin’s famous Monument to the Third
Internationalin1919:

Theformwantstoovercomethematter,theforceofgravitation;theforceof
resistanceisbigandmassive;strainingthemuscles,theformseeksforeman-
cipation along the most resilient and dynamic lines the world knows – the
spirals.Theyarefullofmovement,striving,running,andtheyaretight like
creativewillandstrainedmuscle.35

Just like the twocounter-spiralsofTatlin’s tower, theelementsof form
in Chekalov’s ‘perfect object’ are in constant conflict and movement.
Chekalov’s organic metaphor is reminiscent of Punin’s portrayal of the
towerasaPrometheanman,and,morebroadly,reminiscentoftheavant-
garde obsession with drawing parallels between the organic world and
industrialart.36

Finally,Chekalovforecasttwoideasthatwouldbecomeverypopular
amongSovietdesignersadecadelater–thedesignofenvironmentsand
researchonconsumers’opinions.First,heclaimedthataproperlyskilled
anddedicatedappliedartist couldhumanisenotonlya singleobjectof
hisorhermaking,but‘thewholesphereofactivityrelatedtothisobject’.
Thus,agunsmithdoesnot justproduceariflebut ‘organises theentire
processofhunting’,while‘sometimeshumanlifedependsontheformof
hisitems’.Similarly,atailornotonlyfitstheseamsofapieceofclothing,
butisalsoresponsibleformakingtheclientabetterpersonbygivinghim
orheraproperoutfit.Thesameapplies to thedesignerofapavilion,a
bus, a canteen.37 Second, according to Chekalov, the humanism of this
newart lay in itsopenness, allowingaconsumer toactivelyparticipate
in its making through creating ensembles of interior, dress and so on.
Notably,thisexplanationofhumanismhasadidacticnote:‘everyperson
mustbeanartist,musthaveanactiveartistic taste’.38Therefore,when
beinginvitedtoparticipateinthecreativeprocess,animaginedconsumer
issimultaneouslypressedtoacceptthestandardsoftasteestablishedby
theexperts. Inhisconcludingremarks,Chekalovurgedartists to ‘break
thecustoms’andreflectintheirartthe‘newpulseoflife’,equatingrealism
withfunctionalityandfeasibility,andformalism,conversely,withpreten-
tiousnessanduselessness.39

ThisargumentprovokedbyChekalov’sconceptofvibrancywasinitself
vibrant.Somecolleaguesrepudiatedhisreconceptualisationofformalism.
MariaNazarevskaiaremindedChekalovofthedangerattachedtoabstract
artworks that had been exhibited in Moscow during the International
YouthFestivalin1957andthatwerecurrentlybeingshownattheexhibi-
tion‘ArtofSocialistCountries’intheManegeexhibitionhall.40Sheargued

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   33 20/01/2020   11:10



34 Comradely objects

thatmanyartists’turntotheWestasasourceoffashionwassimplydue
toafearofseemingboring.Nazarevskaiawentsofarastocomparethe
adoptionofgeometricpatternsinwestEuropeandesigntothewidespread
useoftheswastikainEuropeasavisualsymbolofNazipropagandainthe
1930s(astrangepositionfromaVkhuteingraduate,whosetextilepatterns
ofthe1930swerebasedonhighlystylisedhumanfiguresandobjects).41

However, there were sympathisers with Chekalov too: art historian
Sergei Temerin noted that nature itself contains abstraction to some
extent, and is thus appropriate for useful artworks. Pointing to the art
exhibitedintheroomwherethemeetingtookplace,Temerinremarked:
‘Thereisarug,itispictorial,butifacontemporaryartist,aSovietartist,
exhibitedapicturelikethis,hewouldbetornintopiecesforshowingpure
formalism.’42TheartistGrigoriiZamskiiclaimedthatcurrentideasofreal-
ismanddecorationwereoutdated.Theyweretoonarrowandreductionist:

Thepoint is that ifwelookatallourfabrics,wewillseevirtuallythesame
motifseverywhere,repeatedinendlessvariations–thesewillbegeometric,
animalisticorfloralornaments.Butourworldismuchricher.Whenacontem-
poraryartist,inparticularaWesternartist,startsreflectingontoday’sworld
onabroaderscale, itseemsunusualatfirst,andmanythinkthat it isnon-
realistic.CurrentlyIamworkingondecoratingthepavilion‘Science’[forthe
All-UnionExhibitionofPeople’sEconomy],andwhenIencounterdrawings
andphotosofmicro-organisms,Iseetherealotofamazingmotifsfortextile
patterns.Takevarioussectionsthatwecanseethroughthemicroscope;take
animalorganisms,somemolluscsorshells–theseareamazingthings,butwe
donotseeanddonotrepeatthem[inourpatterns].43

Zamskiiquestionedtheideologicaldichotomyof‘realismversusabstrac-
tionism’:theabstractcanalsobeorganic,andthereforealsorealistic.

Although the idea of vibrancy per se did not generate a clear-cut
artistic trend in late Soviet art, it nonetheless offered the possibility of
criticisingtheprinciplesofnewSovietmodernismthatwerebeingformed
inthelate1950s.Thiscriticalview,inturn,affectedactualartisticproduc-
tion,whichdivergedfromthestrictrequirementsofstandardisationand
utility. Although far from Jane Bennett’s post-anthropocentric notion of
vibrancy,44thepost-StalindiscussionofvibrantthingsintheSovietUnion
signalledthegrowingself-reflexivityofappliedartistsandanticipatedthe
extensivedebatesaboutdesigncriteriathatwouldunfoldthroughoutthe
followingdecadesinlatesocialism.

Up-to-date materialities

As studies of socialist material culture clearly demonstrate, design in
socialistcountrieswasanintegralelementofsocialistmodernity.Notably,
thelandmarkexhibitionattheVictoriaandAlbertMuseumthatmanifested
thegrowinginterestinsocialistdesignwasentitled(quiteprovocatively)
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‘Cold War Modern’.45 The leading historian of post-war Soviet design
SusanE.Reidwroteof‘modernizationintheSoviethome’andcharacter-
isedthemovetowardsmasshousingandmassconsumption,attendedby
changesinvisualculture,asthe‘KhrushchevModern’.46Recentscholar-
shiparguesthatdesigninthesocialistblocandintheUSSRinparticular
wasasymptomofmodernity,atoolofmodernisation,amodernphenom-
enon,aswellasapartofinternationalmodernism(notwithstandingallthe
officialpronouncementsagainst‘bourgeoismodernism’).

Tobeprecise,allthesetermsthatextendfromtherootword‘modern’
arehighlydebatedandpolysemantic.Ifwetaketheunderstandingofmod-
ernismasthecritiqueof,orresistanceto,modernity,47thenthemeaning
ofdesign in socialist societyappearsquite ambiguous.AlthoughSoviet
designwasgeneratedbymoderntechnologyandscienceandinfluenced,
through competition, by Western consumer culture, it could also offer
acritical stanceonSovietmodernity itself,particularly thismodernity’s
technocraticaspects.48InthecontextofSovietdesign,modernitycanalso
beconsideredintheimmediatesenseof‘contemporaneity’or‘beingup-to-
date’,bothtranslatedintoRussianassovremennost’,literally,‘intunewith
thetime’.Thiswasthenotionthatguideddesignersintheiractualwork.
Theabstractideaofmodernisationwasfuelledbyprofessionals’desireto
becutting-edge.Howwasthisdesiretranslatedintoconcretestrategies
of updating consumer goods, interiors and outdoor decorative objects?
Whiledesigninganaircraftoravacuumcleanerinthe1960sisclearlya
modernisingact,whatdoesitmeanforaporcelainortextiledesignerto
beup-to-date?Doesaglassartistbecome‘contemporary’onlywhenshe
orhealsostartsworkingwithsuchinnovativematerialsasplastic?

These questions prompt an inquiry into the very possibility of a
useful,tangibleobjectexpressingthespiritofapresenttime,especially
asdefinedby therapiddevelopmentofscienceand technology,vibrant
consumercultureand fashion. Inhisattempt toarriveat ‘thing theory’,
BillBrownsuggeststhattheobjectsofeverydaylifearenotonlyconsti-
tutedbyconsumerdesiresandaffections,butalsobytheinevitabilityof
obsolescence.Hewritesabout‘abasicdisjunction,ahumanconditionin
whichthingsinevitablyseemtoolate–belated,infact,becausewewant
things to come before ideas, before theory, before the word, whereas
theyseemtopersistincomingafter:asthealternativetoideas,thelimit
totheory,victimsoftheword’.49AccordingtoBrown,theonlywayfora
thingtoescapebelatednessistomovefromeverydaylifeintotherealmof
art,whereitwouldrecaptureanaffectivepower.ASurrealistreadymade
orClaesOldenburg’sPop-art‘sculptures’arenot‘deadcommodities’,like
theirobsolescenteveryday-lifeprototypes,but‘livingworks’thatinspire
theviewertoreflectuponthemeaningofthingsandtheirfunctions.Thus,
inBrown’sexample,Oldenburg’s1999Typewriter Eraser ofshinychrome
possessesthepower‘todramatizethegenerationaldivideandtostage(to
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melodramatize,even)thequestionofobsolescence’.Hethengeneralises:
‘Releasedfromthebondofbeingequipment,sustainedoutsidetheirre-
versibilityoftechnologicalhistory,theobjectbecomessomethingelse.’50

ConsideringBrown’sargumentalongwithRancière’sconceptofthe
aestheticregimeofarts,IsuggestthatSovietdesignersaspiredtorelease
the object from the doom of obsolescence by transcending the ‘basic
disjunction’betweenideasandthingsandbetweenartandeverydaylife.
Inthisattempt,theyreliedonthetheoryofproductivistart,whichnota-
bly developed concurrently with Surrealism.51 Boris Arvatov stated the
followinginhis1925article‘EverydayLifeandtheCultureoftheThing’
(Byt i kul’tura veshchi): ‘The construction of proletarian culture, that is,
of a culture consciously organised by the working class, requires the
eliminationofthatrupturebetweenthingsandpeoplethatcharacterized
bourgeoissociety.’52Arvatovexplainedthatassoonasclassbarriersfall,
sodothedivisionsbetweenlabouranddailylifeandbetweenproduction
andconsumption.Inabourgeoissociety,thingsarepassiveandstatic–
merelyready-madeobjectstoberearranged(Arvatov’sargument,Iwould
suggest, is aptly illustrated by Duchamp’s readymades). In the upcom-
ingproletariansociety,onthecontrary,thethingbecomesdynamicand
active:‘Themechanismofathing,theconnectionbetweentheelements
ofathinganditspurpose,werenowtransparent,compellingpeopleprac-
tically,andthusalsopsychologically,toreckonwiththem,andonlywith
them.’53Such‘affective’objects54seemtobeimmunefromobsolescence
and,therefore,alwaysup-to-date.Arvatov’s‘dynamised’thingoffersthe
possibility of continuous updating, in tune and in connection with the
world of technology. Was this idea implemented, at least partially, in
industrialised Soviet society, as it faced competition with Western con-
sumerisminthe1950sand1960s?Thisquestionwillbeexploredthrough-
outthefollowingchapters.Asastartingpoint,Iconsidertheexercisein
updatingmaterialcultureconductedat theturnof the1960s inrelation
totheconstructionoftheMoscowPioneerPalace.Thiscaseissignificant
asalandmarkinSovietmodernistarchitectureandaesthetics,orientedat
fosteringthepost-Stalingenerationasthefutureinhabitantsofcommunist
society.Accordingly,thepalacewasbuiltasamodelforafuturesociety
withaharmoniousmaterialculture.Beforemyanalysisof thisvision,a
briefexplanationofthePioneerPalaces(ofwhichthereweremany)asan
institutionisinorder.

PioneerPalaces(orPioneerHouses)wereSovietinstitutions,subordi-
natetotheMinistryofEnlightenmentineachSovietrepublicandaimedat
providingawell-roundedcreativeeducationforchildrenandadolescents.
Theirprogrammes,whichincludedadiversesetofactivitiesfromsinging
to aircraft modelling and from theatre to sports, were established and
guidedby theAll-UnionLeninCommunistYouthLeagueorKomsomol.
PioneerPalaceswere theheadquartersof thePioneerorganisation that
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emerged under the auspices of Komsomol in 1922 to prepare children
from the ages of 10 to 15 to become proper Soviet citizens. The first
PioneerHouseopenedinMoscowin1922andtheyspreadthroughoutthe
USSRinthe1930s;by1939therewere852inSovietRussiaalone.55Early
PioneerHouseswerelocatedinformeraristocraticmansions,andthose
builtinthe1930softenimitatedclassicalmodels.

In1958theKomsomolCentralCommitteebegantoplananewPioneer
Palace,whichwouldbebuiltfrommodernmaterialsandberadicallydif-
ferentfrompreviouspalaces.Thechosenlocation,theLeninHillsinthe
south-westofMoscow(‘SparrowHills’before1935),hadtraditionallybeen
apopularleisureresortforMuscovites.UnderStalin,itgainedimportance
as the location of the grandiose Moscow State University (MGU), one
of the ‘Seven Sisters’ skyscrapers built between the late 1940s and the
early1950saslandmarksalongwiththenever-realisedPalaceofSoviets.
In thesecondhalfof the1950s,Moscow’ssouth-west regionbecamea
siteofexperiments in innovativeurbanplanningandarchitecture, from
thesecondprojectforthePalaceofSoviets(alsoeventuallyabandoned)
to the residential bloc of five-storey prefabricated buildings, the ‘New
Cheremushki’.56Accordingly,theLeninHillsneededanewpost-Stalinand
‘post-excess’landmark,anarchitecturalresponsetotheMGU.In1958the
KomsomolCentralCommitteeandMoscowPartyCommitteeannounced
a competition for the palace that would reflect the newest construction
techniquesaswellasthePioneerPalaces’taskofbuildingafuturecom-
munistsociety.UnlikeotherPioneerPalaces, itwasnotsupposedtobe
onebuildingbutawholecomplexofbuildings,forwhicha54-hectareplot
inaparkwasassigned.57

Thewinnersofthecompetitionwereateamofyoungarchitectsfrom
the construction institute Mosproekt: Viktor Egerev, Vladimir Kubasov,
FeliksNovikovandtheirleaderIgor’Pokrovskii.Inresonancewithcontem-
porarytendenciesinWesternarchitectureandincontrasttothecustom
oftheStalinera,theysuggestedplacingthebuildingwellwithintheplot
rather thannext toastreet.58Theirplanwas for thepalacecomplex to
have one main, two-storey building with four perpendicularly attached
wings.Themainbuildingwastobeconnectedbyagallerytoaconcert
hall.Themainbuildingandtheconcerthallwouldcomprisean‘L’shape
abuttingtheparadeground,wherePioneerceremonieswouldtakeplace.
Theplanalsoincludedseveralsemi-enclosedoutdoorspacesforvarious
activities,whichopenedintotheparkwheretherewouldberecreational
structuressuchaspavilionsandartificiallakes.Allthebuildingsweretobe
constructedusingindustrialmethodsfromstandardblocksofreinforced
concrete.59

TheprojectwasfurtherexpandedwiththehelpofthearchitectsBoris
PaluiandMikhailKhazhakian. Itwasenvisagedasacrucialcomponent
ofthenewcentrifugalcityplanandanembodimentoftheKhrushchevist
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decentralisationofpower,socialistdemocracy,andnewoptimismabout
scientificandtechnologicalprogress.Egerevandhisteamemployedthe
principlesoffreeplanningandfunctionalism,60characteristicofthearchi-
tecturalmodernismof the1920s–1930s,whichnowexpressed thenew
Soviet ideals of the post-Stalin era. Thus, elements that were common-
placeinWesternarchitecturewerereinterpretedonSovietsoilasinnova-
tiveforcesforthenegationofStalinistartdecoandneoclassicism.

Thepalace’sinteriorsalsohadtospeaktothenewdirectionofSoviet
architecture.Forthispurpose,theconstructionteamenlistedrecentindus-
trial art graduates from theMoscowHigherSchool ofArt and Industry
(MVKhPU). This decision was not accidental: the palace was designed
by youngarchitects (all, except forKhazhakian, younger than40) for a
youngaudience, thenextgenerationof theSoviet people.Accordingly,
thepalace’sinteriorsandenvironswouldalsobebestdesignedbyyoung
people,whohadstartedtheirdesigneducationinSeptember1954,only
justbeforethefamousanti-excessresolution,andwhohadgenerallynot
been exposed to Stalin-era aesthetic principles such as obligatory fig-
urativeness, focus on subject matter and lush decoration. In addition,
MVKhPU benefited from being involved in the palace’s design because
thissuitedtheall-Unionschoolreform,conductedbytheSovietgovern-
mentsince1958.61Apartofthisreformwastheresolution‘Ontheforms
andtermsofeducationinhigherinstitutionsandtheproductioninternship
of students’, issued by the USSR Soviet of Ministers in August 1959.62
Inparticular, it obliged full-time students of higher art schools towork
asemployeesorpaid interns in industrialenterprises foroneyear.The
topicsforgraduationprojectsfortheacademicyear1959–60,givenout
byMVKhPUinSeptemberrightaftertheissuingoftheresolution,were
all relatedtopracticalsubjects–masshousing,publicbuildings,public
transport and factory equipment. The projects for the palace’s interior
perfectlysuitedtheParty-ledcampaigntoupdatethearchitectural,social
andculturallandscapeoftheSovietcapitalcity.

During theacademicyear,over thirty-threestudentswereexpected
todesignfurniture,lamps,latticescreens,fountains,monumentplaques,
decorative sculptures and other types of decorative and utilitarian fur-
nishings.63Thestudentsweregrantedaccesstoworkshopsandhadthe
technicalassistanceoftheteamofarchitectswhodesignedthepalace.In
June1960thestudentspresentedtheirdrawingsandmodelstotheState
ExaminationCommittee.Thecommitteeincludedthepalace’sarchitects
Egerev,KubasovandKhazhakian,aswellasengineersNikolaiMaikovand
IakovKerzon.

Several designs for the palace stemmed from the departments of
metalworking and carpentry at the Faculty of Industrial Art, headed by
architectanddesignerAleksandrKorotkevich.64These twodepartments
exemplified the continuity between the 1920s Russian avant-garde and
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post-war Soviet design. They both incorporated woodworking and met-
alworking traditions from Vkhutemas and the teaching of such promi-
nent instructors as Vladimir Tatlin, Aleksandr Rodchenko, El Lissitzky
and Anton Lavinskii, who decisively broke with methods of traditional
appliedartandintroducedadvancedpropaedeuticcoursesandtechnical
disciplines.In1926thetwodepartmentswereunitedintothedepartment
ofcarpentryandmetalworking(knownasdermetfak),whichbecamethe
cradleofSovietproto-designbytraining‘thefirstdetachmentofqualified
designers’,asSelimKhan-Magomedovphrasesit.65Inthelate1950stwo
ofthesepre-wargraduates,ZakharBykovandNikolaiSobolev(notedas
beingamongRodchenko’sbeststudentsbyVarvaraStepanovain1923),66
headedtheMVKhPUdepartmentsofmetalworkingandcarpentry,respec-
tively.Bykovwastheschool’srector.Anotherdermetfak graduate,Boris
Sokolov,taughtinthecarpentrydepartmentandsupervisedseveralgrad-
uation projects for the Pioneer Palace. What could their own students,
intellectual‘grandchildren’ofRodchenkoandotherconstructivists,offer
forthecrucialconstructionprojectoftheKhrushchevera?

Furniture design was a particularly important point of continuity
betweenVkhutemasandMVKhPU.Inthe1920stheidealofasceticismin
everydaylifewasgeneratedbothbyeconomicnecessityandbycollectiv-
istspirit,andprojectsforcollapsiblefurniturewereofequalinterestfor
architects,designersandworkerswhoinhabitedroomsappropriatedfrom
thebourgeoisieandthenewlybuilthouse-communes.BorisArvatovcele-
bratedcollapsiblefurnitureasanexampleofanewthing,‘functionaland
active,connectedlikeaco-workerwithhumanpractice’.67Inaccordance
withtheproductivist imageofsocialistobjects,studentsofdermetfak at
Vkhutemasdesignedvarioustypesofcollapsiblefurniture,mostlymadeof
wood,butinsomecasesalsowithsteeltubes.Aftergraduatinginthelate
1920s,someofthese‘pioneersofSovietdesign’68enteredfactoriesand
influenced,thoughonquitealimitedscale,Sovietfurnitureproduction.69

After the dominance of traditional furniture from the 1930s to the
early1950s,collapsiblefurnitureagainfoundstateandPartysupportas
a tool formodernisingmaterial culture.This time though,unlike in the
1920s,theindustryhadthecapacitytoproducesuchfurnitureonamass
scale.Thus,Arvatov’s ‘co-workers’ couldnowenter everySoviethome.
ModernistpublicbuildingssuchasthePioneerPalaceweresupposedto
displaythebestprototypesofmass-producedfurniture.Thethree-decade-
long interruption in furniture design education, however, meant that
Sovietmetalfurniturewasstill, intheopinionofKhazhakianin1960,‘a
lame-duckindustry’(samyi otstaiushchii front).70Whileassigningfurniture
designstostudents,thepalace’sarchitectsalsoconductedresearchonthe
latestmodelsofFinnishandSwedishfurnitureandasaresultordered40
percentofallofthepalace’sfurniturefromFinland.Theylaterregretted
theirdecisionwhen they saw the studentprojects,which far surpassed
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theirexpectations.Thearchitectsdecidedthatthestudentdesignswereof
ahighenoughqualitytoequiptheentirepalaceandwerenoworsethan
theFinnishfurniture.TheSovietUnion’slaggingbehindtheWestlooked
asifitwascomingtoend,atleastinthefieldoffurnituredesign.

In June 1960 both the carpentry and metalworking departments of
MVKhPU presented metal furniture designs. Metalwork students com-
binedmetal frameswithplastic andcarpentry students combined them
mostlywithwood.71Asatypeofprogressivefurniture,inventedandpop-
ularised by the Bauhaus student Marcel Breuer, tubular steel furniture
appearedtobethemostsuitableforthenewpalace.Thisdecisionreflected
abroadercampaignfortheupdatingoffurnitureproduction,begunbythe
Sovietgovernmentafter1958inconnectionwiththeconstructionofmass
housingandasaresponsetohighdemand.72Theuseofnewtechnologies
andmaterials,suchasplasticsandrubberfoam,waspromisingasaway
of overcoming the outdatedness of furniture production. This naturally
necessitatednewformsforthefurnitureitself.AsarchitectN.Borushko
expresseditinthesummerof1960,‘theestablishedtypesofsideboards,
cupboards, beds, etc., cease tobe attractivenot just because their size
doesnotfitincontemporaryflats,butalsobecauseoutdatedformsdonot
correspondtonewaestheticviews’.73Assuch,thePioneerPalace’sfurni-
turewas themostconvenientspace todemonstratecutting-edgeSoviet
designs,suitableforthemoremodernneedsofthenextgeneration.

Whenevaluatingstudents’furnitureprojects,theterm‘lightness’was
oftenusedbytheexaminationcommittee.Outdoorfurniturefortheshore
ofanartificiallakeinthepalace’sparkwaspresentedbyitsdesignerIgor
Akimovas‘convenient,lightandbeautiful,andalsoeasilycollapsible,so
itwouldlastlongerandbeconvenientlystoredinwinter’.74Thefurnish-
ingsforthewaitingrooms,designedbyElenaBondarenko,wouldinclude
convenient wooden chairs ‘of a very light type’.75 Valentin Konovalov’s
equipmentfortheconcerthallwaspraisedfortheuseof‘newprogressive
materials:thin-walledmetaltubesinplaceofmassivelegsforchairsand
foam rubber for seats instead of springs’.76 For the kitchen of the pal-
ace’s ‘housekeepingschool’, the studentE.Fominadesigned functional
and hygienic furniture arranged along the walls. Her reviewers found
thedesignsimpleandconvenient: theplasticcoatingsofworksurfaces
could be easily cleaned, while the central table had narrow metal legs
thatwouldappearlightandevokeasenseofspaciousness.77Similarly,for
thepalace’spark,NodariGogoberidzedesignedbenches,chairs, tables
andchaise-longues thatwere ‘firm, lightandeasily transportable’,easy
tocollapse,butalsobrightlycolouredandreasonablycheapintermsof
productioncosts.78

I suggest that ‘lightness’ here acted as a signifier of cutting-edge
design,orwhatthephilosopherCharlesPeircecallsa‘qualisign’.79Inher
studyofthematerialcultureofsocialistHungary,anthropologistKrisztina
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Fehérváryusestheconceptofaqualisigntoexplore,withintheframework
of Peircean semiotics, the influence of materialities on the process of
signification.Assheexplains,qualisignsarequalities that ‘canproduce
affective responses thatmayormaynot come toconstitutea recogniz-
ableaestheticregime’.Textures,coloursandproperties,foundinmultiple
objects,substancesandbodies,havethepotentialtobecomequalisigns:
‘The qualia of grey in a rug, for example, is shared by a slab of con-
crete,adawnfog,andpebblesonthelakeshore;thisgreyusuallymingles
withothermaterialpropertiessuchastextureorfragility.’80Accordingto
Fehérváry, thepresenceofqualisignsallowsdiverse realms tobecom-
bined intoa coherent style.Relyingon this argument, onecan suggest
thatpost-Stalin‘contemporarystyle’wasbuiltuponthephysicalqualities
ofmaterialsratherthanalexiconoffigurativeelements.

Lightness,therefore,actedasacrucialevaluationcriterionanddefined
boththepraiseandcriticismofpost-StalinSovietdesigns.Twoexamples
areparticularlyillustrative.First,thecarpentrystudentM.Vlasov-Klimov
was challenged with designing the palace’s dining hall, with space for
176peopleandapassageway foraworkerwitha food-cart.81The task
wasfurthercomplicatedbytheunusualellipsoidshapeoftheroom,with
asail-shapedceilingsupportedbyasolidpillarinthecentre,andalarge
glasswallthatlookedoutonastadiumandpond.Vlasov-Klimovhandled
thetaskbydesigningsmallsquaretables,easilyadjustabletothecurve
ofthewallandtothepositionofthepillar.Thetableswereaccompanied
bylightchairsofinnovativeconstruction:theseatandbackwereasingle
pieceofbentnine-layerplywood,andthelegsweretwosteeltubesthat
intersectedatonepointandwerefixedtotheseat.Thetableswouldhave
twotops,thelowerservingasashelfforchildren’spossessions.Thefront
surfaceofthechairsandthetopsofthetableswouldbePVCandcoated
in a nitrocellulose lacquer. Vlasov-Klimov also presented models for a
sharp-corneredcollectiontablefordirtydishesandacomplexbuffettable,
probablyinspiredbythelate1920sprojectsforkitchenunitsandtrans-
formablefurniture.Thebuffetwouldincludeatablewithtwoglassdisplay
cases,acold-airunitandseveralshelvesofadjustableheight.

NikolaiSobolev,aVkhutemasgraduateandtheheadofthecarpentry
department, foundthetabledesignuneconomical: ‘Whysucheffort just
tosupportthetables?Icalculatedthatyouused[altogether]fortymetres
ofexcessivetubes,whilewealwaysusemetalsparingly.’82Vlasov-Klimov
defendedhischoice:thelegswerefixedtothemiddleofatabletoprather
thanitssidessothattheywouldnotdisturbthelegsofthesitters.Such
aconstruction,thoughergonomic,isnotsufficientlystableandrequires
anadditionalfixingelement–hencetheuseofextratubes.Severalcom-
mittee members disapproved of the shape of the table for dirty dishes.
ZakharBykov,anotherVkhutemasgraduateandheadofthemetalworking
department,calledit‘accidentalandunwarranted’and,contrarytowhat
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Vlasov-Klimovclaimed,difficulttokeepclean.Inaddition,Bykovandthe
engineer Nikolai Maikov criticised the pointed angles of the table top
as ‘somewhat disturbing’ and suggested that rounded angles would be
saferforchildrenapproachingthetablewithuseddishes.Vlasov-Klimov
explainedthatthesharpsquareformofthetabletopwasdeterminedby
theparametersoftheinterior.

The quality of lightness, implied by tubular steel furniture, also
appeared questionable: one committee member doubted that children
wouldbeabletomovethechairs.Vlasov-Klimovagainreassuredhiscrit-
icsthatthechairswere‘verylight’,andthattheirrubber‘feet’alsomade
themmorestable.Theseargumentsrevealedthecontradictionsbetween
different principles of modernist design, embraced by Soviet architects
andappliedartistsby1960:economy,functionalism,ergonomicsandease
ofmaintenance.Whiletryingtofollowsomeoftheseprinciples,Vlasov-
Klimov unwittingly violated others. Square tables might be elegant but
couldalsobepotentiallydangerousfortheirusers.Formalconsiderations
overshadowed ergonomic requirements. In the case of the tables’ legs,
ergonomic considerations meant the overuse of production materials.
Theseshortcomingswereeasilyexplicableintermsofthedesignerbeing
a student who lacked experience. Yet they represent the contradictory
legacy of Vkhutemas design that influenced Soviet design education in
the late1950sbutwasmostlyuntraceable inaneverydayenvironment.
Thestudentsneededtoreconcile therequirementsofaestheticnovelty,
user-friendlinessandeconomicefficiency.

ThesecondexampleoflightnesswasthecaseofV.Goriunova,another
student in thecarpentrydepartment,whodesigned furniture for a very
spaciousplayroomforschoolchildrenbetweentheagesof7and9(oktia-
briata),locatedinthemainbuildingofthepalaceinthewintergarden.83
Herworkwasinfluencedbythespecificnatureoftheroom’swalls:two
walls were replaced by sliding glass doors, the third wall was made of
woodenblocksandthefourthwall totally fromglass;withopeningside
doors, the hall would be united with the main enfilade of the palace. 
In accordance with contemporary ideas on communist upbringing and
educational space,84 Goriunova was instructed to create a dynamic and
interactive interior. The existing Soviet educational institutions did not
provideherwithpropermodelsforemulation:‘Therewasnothingtolook
at.’Rejectinginteriorsthatwerefamiliartoher,Goriunovaattemptedto
createacompletelynewarrangementoffurniture,toysandwalldecora-
tions,whereeverythingcouldbeatoolforentertainmentandeducation.
Sheexplained,‘Iaimedtocreateconditionsforthechildrentofeelfree;
tocreateaspecificchildren’sworld.Therefore,Iproceededfromtheprin-
cipleofsimpleforms,accessibleandamusingforchildren.’Shedesigned
collapsiblefurniturethatcouldbeeasilyfoldedwhenthehallwasinuse
andstoredinthegeneralenfilade.Usingwoodenpiecesandfoam-rubber
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cushions, children could compose their own furniture, such as a table
or couch. The toys were also designed to be collapsible and connect-
able.ArchitectSergeiNikulinapprovinglynotedthatboth furnitureand
toyswouldstimulatechildren’screativityandinterestincollectivegames,
which would be ‘correct in terms of the methodology of upbringing’.
The slidingpartitionwallswouldbedecoratedwithappliqué landscape
compositionsthatwouldcorrelatethematicallywiththeactuallandscape
visiblethroughtheglasswall.Presumingthatanopaquewallwouldlook
boring,Goriunovadecorateditwithgeometricpatternsinmildcolours.In
allthedecorations,sheclaimedtohaverelied‘onchildren’sdrawingand
children’staste’.Tomakethechildren’splaymorecomfortableshesug-
gestedcoveringthefloorwithagrass-likemat.Despitecriticismthatsome
toys’detailscouldnotbeeasilyrepairedifbroken,herprojectgenerally
mettheexpectationsofthepalace’sarchitects.

Goriunova’sapproachtotheplayroomechoedtheideaofplayfulness
thatwasprominentamongpost-wararchitectsanddesigners inEurope
andtheUS.AsSarahW.Goldhagenexplains,animportantcomponentof
thiswastheideaofhomo ludens,humanbeingatplay,inspiredbyJohan
Huizinga’s1938bookofthesamename.Play,understoodasthesource
ofspontaneousself-expressionandresistancetosocio-politicalpressure,
required proper architectural spaces. Accordingly, play often served as
areferencepoint forarchitects,suchasAlisonandPeterSmithsonand
CedricPriceinBritain,JaapBakemaandAldoVanEyckintheNetherlands
and the members of the Situationist International in France, especially
in the late 1950s.85 Although Soviet architects and applied artists were
concernedwithfacilitatingcollectiveleisureactivitiesatthattime,unre-
strictedplayfulnesswasnotconsideredtobeacrucialpartofhumanlife.
Childhood,however,wasaprominentexception.TheobjectsGoriunova
designed were presented not as ‘co-workers’, like those designed by
Rodchenko,but as toysorplaymates.Goriunova’splayroom, aswell as
thewholePioneerPalaceproject,wasenvisionedasasegregatedspaceof
freedomwithinanotherwiseregimentedsocialistsociety.

All theprojects for thepalacefromthemetalworkingandcarpentry
departments–sixteenaltogether–wereexpectedtobeimplementedby
theendof1960.Khazhakiancalledforthefindingof ‘organisingforms’
forrealisingtheprojectsinsitu.‘Itcouldbesaidthatwearewitnessing
thebirthofagreatmastery’,hemused.86ArchitectGeorgiiZakharov,the
pro-rectorofMVKhPU,statedthatthedefiningofthese‘organisingforms’
shouldbetheresponsibilityofthepalaceteamandKomsomolasmuchas
oftheschool.87However,cooperationbetweenthepalace’sarchitectsand
theMVKhPUadministrationremainedonlyatthelevelofgoodintentions.
InApril1962,threemonthsbeforetheopeningofthePioneerPalace,the
administrationboardoftheMoscowOrganisationoftheUSSRUnionof
ArchitectsmetwiththeMVKhPUrepresentativestodiscussthestudents’
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graduationprojectsandtheprospectsfortheirimplementationintoindus-
try.Atthismeeting,rectorBykovcomplainedthatarchitectsrarelyturned
toMVKhPUforhelp,andeveniftheydid,thestudentworksthatcameout
ofthiswereoftenneglected.HecitedthePioneerPalaceasavividexam-
ple:‘Unfortunately,noneofthestudentprojectshasbeenrealised,even
thoughtheyallhavebeenapprovedandthestudentsstronglywishedto
implementtheminsitu.’88Theavailablesourcesdonotshowthatpalace
architectseverrepliedtothischarge.

Thepalacewasopenedon1June1962ontheInternationalDayfor
the Protection of Children, with a grand ceremony. The book authored
by thepalace’sarchitects, aswell asarchival sources, reveal that some
oftheMVKhPUprojectswereinfactimplementedinmodifiedformswith-
out the involvementof the studentsor acknowledgementof theirwork.
Thesesources,however,donotindicatethereasonbehindthisdecision
of the architects (it was not a legal problem since student works were
notprotectedbySovietcopyright law).89 It ismost likely that,while the
students’ ideaswere indeedappreciatedas relevantand innovative, the
inclusionofstudentsinthepalaceteamlong-termwouldhavesimplybeen
tooarduousorganisationallyandwouldhavesloweddownconstruction.

Vlasov-Klimov’s suggestion of having square tables with thin metal
legs was implemented in the end. As in his original design, the table
topswerecoatedwithwhiteplasticandthechairswithred.90Hisideaof
havingchairsmadefromasinglepieceofbentplywoodwasrejectedin
favourofamoreconventionalchairwithametalframe.However,hischair
designdidappearinthebuffetofthePioneerTheatre,butitislikelythat
these were actually modelled on contemporary Nordic furniture rather
thanVlasov-Klimov’sdesign,giventhatsomeofthepalace’sfurniturewas
producedatFinnishfactories.91Indeed,Vlasov-Klimovhimselfcouldhave
verywellimitatedthesesameFinnishmodels.Therestofthefurniturein
thepalace(Egerevdoesnotspecifythepercentage)wasdesignedbythe
CentralMoscowProjectandConstructionBureauofMoscowsovnarkhoz 
(TsMPKB),probablyincludingthecafé’schairs,whichclearlylackedthe
elegantsimplicityofFinnishfurniture.Thesechairswereobviouslysolid
enough towithstandwearand tear from their youngandhungryoccu-
pants,justasVlasov-Klimov’schairsweresupposedtodo,buten masse
theyformedaratherchaoticassembly,aforestofmetallegs,somewhat
indiscordwithboththetransparencyofthecafé’swallandthesturdiness
ofitsreinforcedconcretesupport.Theirslightlyclumsyformwouldsoon
becomeubiquitousthroughouttheUSSRuntilthecountry’scollapse,and
thechairsremainedinmanypublicbuildings,suchasschoolsandcafete-
rias,wellintothe1990s–obsolete,materialsignifiersofapastera.

V.Goriunova’sprojectfortheoktiabriata playroomwasalsopartially
modified.Reportingonthepalace’sopening,theofficialnewspaperofthe
Komsomolpaidspecialattentiontothisroom:
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To the right [from the winter garden], behind the wall is a green lawn. This is 
the oktiabriata room. The floor is covered here by a thin carpet of soft plastics, 
and all the toys are on the floor. They are selected in such a way that one 
cannot play with them alone – only with peers.92

In his book, Egerev specified that the carpet was made from nylon, and 
the toys were ‘cars and cranes, construction equipment, rockets and ships, 
dolls and bricks – everything that can give joy to a child’.93 The emphasis on 
joy, rather than prohibition and punishment, echoed Goriunova’s emphasis 
on entertainment and freedom of movement in her project. Indeed, two of 
her suggestions – the green, grass-like carpet and the dynamic toys – were 
incorporated by the architects in the actual room. However, instead of the 
sectional furniture in the original project, TsMPKB designed low tables 
with multagonal shapes. Although irregular and amusing, these tables 
were static props for children’s games rather than transformable objects/
playmates. The decoration of the glass partitions, another of Goriunova’s 
suggestions, was also neglected in favour of transparency and, implicitly, 
easier control over the playing children. As a result, the actual playroom 
environment turned out to be more restrictive of children’s freedom than 
Goriunova’s design had intended.

While the story of the students’ painstaking work on designing the inte-
rior of the Pioneer Palace has been mostly forgotten, the building itself, on 
the contrary, has since become one of the main icons of Khrushchev-era 
Soviet modernism.94 Enthusiastic reviewers praised the palace complex 

1.1 Pioneer café interior in the Pioneer Palace on the Lenin Hills, 1961.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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with its numerous courtyards and artificial lake as a ‘country of  romantics’. 
Professional critics believed it to be a breakthrough, or, as Lebedev 
phrased it, ‘a leap forward in the process of architectural development’.95 
In the eyes of its contemporaries, the Pioneer Palace came to signify the 
Soviet Union’s catching-up with modernity and an overcoming of its back-
wardness and its Stalinist past. The palace’s interior spaces, too, were 
perceived in that light. But behind this joyous image were clashing visions 
of what constituted modernity and functionality, of what was feasible and 
financially viable – visions held by different generations of designers and 
architects over what the future communist generation should be.

Excess and taste

A 1964 film by Vasilii Shukshin called There is Such a Lad (Zhivet takoi 
paren’) has a memorable scene.96 The main protagonist, the young truck 
driver Pashka (Pavel) Kolokolnikov, gives a lift to an educated woman from 
the city on a remote Siberian road. Pashka complains that country life is 
boring, and the woman answers that it is the villagers’ own fault, because 
they fail to make their lives ‘truly beautiful’. She additionally argues that 
the beauty is in the detail: ‘I have just been in the home of one young 
[female] collective farmer. She’s got all kinds of stuff! Pillows, bedside 
tables, stupid elephant figurines … What do you think is it for? For “happi-
ness”. You’re a young man – don’t you understand?’ On Pashka’s awkward 
attempt to defend domestic cosiness, she responds didactically:

1.2 Playroom for young children in the Pioneer Palace on the Lenin Hills, 1961.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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Look,itisphilistinism!Elementaryphilistinism.Incredible!Isitsodifficultto
replaceallthiswithtwoorthreereproductionsofcontemporaryartworks,to
haveanottomaninsteadofamerchant-stylebed,tobuyafloorlamp?Bythe
way,lightingmeansalot.Toplaceacontemporarybeautifulvaseonthetable.
Isitreallysohard?Andsuchfurnishingswillbenomoreexpensive[thanthe
familiarones]!

This passionate speech resonated with numerous articles on good
tastethatappearedintheSovietpresspriortotheearly1960s.Obviously,
theeducatedpassengerisfamiliarwiththem.Shehasabsorbedtheexpert
discourseongood taste, andnowactsasanagentofmodernisation in
the countryside. Her speech indeed affects the driver, an open-hearted
countrylad.ThenextshotcapturesPashka’sfantasy:aroomarrangedina
minimalistfashion,withmodestfurniture,windowcurtainswithgeometric
patternsandafewreproductionsonthewalls,oneofthemevenfeaturing
abstract painting. This is a recognisable picture which one could have
seenmirroredinDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR,Tekhnicheskaia Estetika or
eventhepopularmagazineOgoniek. Ayoungwomaninthelatestdress,
withabubblehaircut,welcomesPashkain‘French’tohisfantasyhome.
Heappearsasacaricatureofhimself,wearingasuitandatophat,preten-
tiouslyimitatingFrenchspeech.

Thescene ironically revealsboth theubiquityofSoviet tasteadvice
and its insensitivity to specific contexts, which led to superficiality and
absurdity. However, did Soviet design professionals really believe, like
Pashka, that thebeautyofdaily life isachievedbysimply throwingout
knick-knacksandgettingafloorlamp?Whatwasbehindthepost-Stalin
dictatorshipoftaste?

Tasteisacomplexconcept,ladenwithsocial,economicandpolitical
factors.Formorethanacentury,tastehasbeendiscussedextensivelyby
sociologists (and from the 1980s also by anthropologists) as not only a
matterofaestheticsbutalsoapowerfulmarkerofsocialstratificationand
atool forbuildingsymbolichierarchies.97 Inhiscelebratedbook,Pierre
Bourdieupresentedtasteasakeycomponentofhabitus – thegenerative
principleforsocialpracticesandsimultaneouslythesystemoftheirclas-
sification.Heargued:

Taste,thepropensityandcapacitytoappropriate(materiallyorsymbolically)
agivenclassofclassified,classifyingobjectsorpractices, is thegenerative
formulaoflife-style,aunitarysetofdistinctivepreferenceswhichexpressthe
sameexpressive intention in thespecific logicofeachof thesymbolicsub-
spaces,furniture,clothing,language,orbodytexts.98

In particular, Bourdieu emphasised that the tastes of dominant classes
arelargelybuiltonrestraint:‘Itiswellknownthatalldominantaesthetics
setahighvalueonthevirtuesofsobriety,simplicity,economyofmeans,
whichareasmuchopposed tofirst-degreepovertyandsimplicityas to
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thepomposityoraffectationofthe“half-educated”.’99Thisdominantaes-
theticsisappropriatednotonlybytheuppermiddleclass,thepossessors
of economic capital, but also by middle-class intellectuals, for example
secondaryandhighereducation teachers,endowedwithstrongcultural
capitalbutoftenwithfewereconomicresources.

Even though Bourdieu’s theory has been criticised as reductionist
andapplicableonly toFrance,hisunderstandingof thenegationof the
‘vulgar’astheactofsocialdistinctionaccuratelycharacterisesthemod-
erniststanceagainstornamentation.Thismodernistcritiquenotonlytar-
getsthepitfallsofmassproductionbutalsodemonisesthe‘uneducated
public…with toomuchmoneyandno time,orwithnomoneyandno
time’, as Nikolaus Pevsner phrased it in his famous history of modern
architecture.100Taste,therefore,isneversociallyandpoliticallyinnocent–
itisintimatelylinkedwithsocialhierarchiesandcanbeinstrumentalised
byintellectualsasamarkeroftheirsymbolicsuperiorityoverthe‘uned-
ucatedpublic’,orasatoolforradicalcriticismofmassculturestemming
fromcapitalisteconomicconditions,aswasdonebyMarxistthinkersfrom
TheodorAdornotoGuyDebord.101

Under state socialism, such a class distinction as described by
Bourdieuwouldbeunthinkable.Severalscholarshaverecentlystresseda
holisticunderstandingofculture,officiallypromotedintheSovietUnion
fromitsbeginninguntilperestroika.Insteadof‘high’and‘low’or‘mass’
and‘elite’culturesanddiverselifestyles,Sovietofficialsandprofession-
als spoke of a universally popular and enlightening culture in which
ballet, classic literature, film comedies and folk art were harmonically
combined– ‘ananti-masscult culture for themasses’, in theaptwords
ofKristinRoth-Ey.102Thisimpliedasingleuniversaltaste.Yetthenotion
ofahomogeneousculturewasanideologicalconstructinSovietsociety,
which, asStephenLovell rightlynotes, concealedvarious tensionsand
inequalities that never disappeared under socialism.103 I suggest that
taste,asitwasconfiguredinSovietpublicandprofessionaldiscourses,
canbeperceivedasanunwittingacknowledgementandevenbarometer
ofthesetensions.

Inthe1920stastewasmostlyportrayedinanegativeway,asahin-
drancetotherationalreorganisationofsociallifeinapost-revolutionary
society.While incapitalist,Frenchsociety,asBourdieusuggests, tastes
arejustifiedthroughtherefusalofothertastesandthus‘tastesareper-
haps first and foremost distastes’,104 in Soviet society taste was often
definedasanattributeofthedefeatedaristocracyandpetitebourgeoisie.
Accordingly,withthereappearanceofthelatterasNepmeninthetimeof
theNewEconomicPolicy,tastebecameacharacteristicoftheclassoppo-
nentforleftistintellectuals,especiallytheartistsassociatedwithProletkult
(anartisticorganisationundertheCommissariatofEnlightenment)andthe
journalLEF.InthenewproletarianSovietculture,tastehadtobereplaced
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byatechnicalandutilitariannecessity;thisstancewasvividlyexpressed
inthefamouscomposition–constructiondebateattheInstituteofArtistic
Culture in January–March 1921. Osip Brik declared enthusiastically in
1923thattheconstructivistartistRodchenkowas‘revolutionisingtaste’,105
whileArvatovportrayedtastein1925asaninherentlybourgeoisidea,a
symptom of the alienation of consumption from production that would
eventually be overcome in a proletarian society. In the broader socio-
politicalcontext,tasteappearedasapejorativeterminthestate-supported
campaignforthereorganisationofeverydaylife(byt)whentheNEPwas
being curtailed and during the first Five-Year Plan. One of the strong-
estvoicesof thiscampaign, thenewspaperKomsomol’skaia Pravda (the
official print organ of the Communist Youth League), repeatedly urged
itsreadersin1928tobreak‘thedictatorshipoftheworkshopoffaience
figurines’and‘summonbric-a-bractopublictrial’.106Badtaste inhome
furnishingcametosignifyanalienclassideology.

Asseveralrecentstudieshavedemonstrated,the1930s,especiallyfol-
lowingtheabolitionofrationingin1935,wasatimewhenaspecificSoviet
consumer culture was formed that reflected the new social hierarchies
ofanallegedlyclasslesssociety.107Thisnewsocialorderwasdisrupted
by the dramatic experience of the Second World War, whose devastat-
ing impact was felt long after the official proclamation of victory. War
traumaandexhaustion,aswellasSovietsoldiers’encounterswithCentral
Europeancountriesduring theoffensiveof1944–45,promptedadesire
forbetter livingstandardsandevenmodest luxuriesasjustlyearnedby
sacrifice.108Therefore,thepainfulprocessofpost-warrecoveryandrecon-
structionwasaccompaniedby theflourishingof theblackmarket.109 In
thesecircumstances,tasteemergedasbotharesonanceandinstrument
ofsocialchange:peopleoftenshowedapenchantformaterialpossessions
–whichbecame,asVeraDunhamfamouslyargued,theprerogativeand
rewardofthenewlyformedmiddleclass.110

The social order was shaken again by the death of Stalin and
Khrushchev’sdenunciationofhis ‘personalitycult’andabusesofpower
attheXXthPartyCongressin1956.Khrushchev’sreforms,mostpromi-
nentlythefull-scaleexpansionofmasshousingandtheestablishmentof
cultural exchange with the West, intensified industrialisation, scientific
andtechnicalprogressandthedramaticgrowthofcities111andopenedthe
doortothediversificationoftaste.Simultaneously,thecampaignagainst
architectural‘excess’broughtstricturesondomesticcomfortanddecora-
tion,bothineverydaylifeandinartisticproduction.Inthecaseofevery-
daylife,movingtoaone-family,prefabricatedflatfromacommunalone
meantnotonlyanadvanceinlivingstandardsbutalsotherejectionofold
belovedpossessions,suchasmassiveornatefurniture.Decorativeartists
couldnowusemasshousingasanargumentfortheirimportantstatusas
creatorsoffurnishingsandarbitersoftaste,buttheyalsohadtosolvethe

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   49 20/01/2020   11:10



50 Comradely objects

methodological puzzle of translatingnewprinciplesof architecture into
theirprofession.112

Since theaesthetic turnoccurred largelyasaresultofarchitectural
reform,thematerialsanddesignsofmasshousinggreatlyinfluencedthe
ideaofgoodsocialisttaste.Iarguethathonestywasacorevalueofthis
new taste. The advocates for the modernisation of Soviet architecture
emphasised honesty as a positive value behind unadorned façades and
industrialbuildingmethods.Appliedartists,too,tendedtoviewhonestyas
oneofthemainvirtuesthattheyshouldpursueintheirwork.Whilethey
didnotalwaysusetheword‘honesty’(pravdivost’orchestnuts’),thetheme
ofhonestyasopposedtodishonesty(usuallyconnectedtopretension)ran
throughtheirprofessionaldiscourseinthelate1950sandtheearly1960s.
This theme was expressed with different words, such as ‘clarity’, ‘har-
mony’orthe‘accordanceofformtomaterialandfunction’.Isuggestthat,
byappealingtohonesty,designprofessionalswerelookingforasymbolic
orderthatwoulduniteart,industryandconsumptioninawayappropri-
ateforaSovietsocietyovercomingthetraumasofwarandlateStalin-era
oppression.Atthedecisivetimeofdefiningthefuturetrajectoryofdeco-
rativeart,honestyemergedasthecoreofthesocialistobject,thebasisfor
itssymbolicmeaning,utilityandsocialimpact.Thenotionofan‘honest’
objectcanalsobeviewedinthecontextoftheintelligentsia’shungerfor
‘objectivetruth’andsincerityafterStalin’sdeathandespeciallyafterthe
XXthPartyCongress.113

Criticismofexcessiveandpretentiousornamentationappearedinthe
Soviet press even before the official attack on architectural excess. In
September1954,thejournalSovetskaia Torgovlia (Soviet Trade)published
anarticlebythearthistorianAleksandrSaltykov,inwhichheexplainedto
workersthatagoodcommodityis‘firstofallconvenient,solidanddura-
ble’.AccordingtoSaltykov,commoditiesthatfailedtomeetthiscriterion
hadtoberejectedaskitsch(khaltura)that‘distortspeople’sideasofart
andspoilsthetasteofbroadmasses’,andshouldbeofficiallywithdrawn
fromtradebytheUSSRCentralCouncilofProducers’Cooperatives.114In
a1955article,alreadyintunewiththechangingpolicyofarchitectureand
building,Saltykovpromotedtheideaofhonesty,whichwasaddressedto
appliedartistsandthemanagersofartisticorganisations.Hearguedthat
‘artistryindecorative-appliedartmeansfirstofallthattheobjectclearly
manifestsitsfunctionbyitsappearance,beingitselfinformandmaterial,
andnot imitatinganythingelse’.115Thisarticlewasanattemptto justify
appliedartists’preferenceofformoverdecoration,whichshouldnotbe
mistakenfor‘bourgeoisformalism’:formdeservedattentionaslongasit
was‘honest’.Disregardingplainformsisanunfortunatemistake,Saltykov
claimed, because ‘[t]he object itself must also be beautiful, its propor-
tions,silhouette,andcontoursmustbeperfect,vibrant,emotionallysat-
urated; itspartsmustconstituteawell-roundedharmonicwhole,simply
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andclearlyexpressingitspracticaldestinationandfullycorrespondingto
itsmaterial’.116

ThisarticlebySaltykovpresentedthefirstpubliclyavailableportrayal
oftheimageofasocialistobject.Asocialistobjectshouldbewellpropor-
tionedandclear,shouldnottrytoseduceitsuserbuthonestlydeclarethe
waythat itwasmanufacturedandthewayitshouldbeused.Saltykov’s
argumentcanbe interpretedas thereinvigorationof the1920sproduc-
tivists’focusonconstruction,thenecessaryandsufficientbasisofanart-
work,ratherthancomposition,anarbitraryandsubjectivearrangementof
superfluouselements.117Designprofessionalsinthe1950sdemonstrated
a similar strategy to that of the productivists: the belief in the honesty
ofthematerialasopposedtothechanging‘Partyline’andideologicalpro-
nouncements,thestrivingbeyondornamentalismtowardstheessenceof
things, towards theembodimentof the labourofanartistanda factory
worker (who were, contrary to the productivist ideal, usually different
people).

However,professionaldiscussionsandpublished textsof the1950s
betrayahesitancy tocompletelydeny the ‘mystery’ofartisticcreativity
and, indeed, the importance of aesthetic appeal. To use the construc-
tivist vocabulary again, the aesthetic turn was to a great extent organ-
isedaroundthefluctuationbetween‘composition’and‘construction’.For
example, theglassartist andarchitectBorisSmirnov,at the theoretical
conferenceattheMukhinaSchoolinJanuary1954,arguedthattoomuch
fixationuponfunctionalismleadstoeconomicinefficiency,becauseordi-
narySovietpeoplepossessaninherent‘artisticsense’andexpectacom-
moditytobefirstofallbeautifulandonlythenconvenientanddurable.118
Furthermore, according to Smirnov, the prevalence of constructive and
‘functional-physiological’aspectswasafeatureofcapitalistcommodities,
such as ‘ultra-fashionable furniture’. One can read this as the reverse
oftheconstructivistcredo:exposedfunctionalism(‘construction’)asthe
source of commodity fetishism, and beauty (‘composition’) as the dis-
tinctivetraitofasocialistobject.However,designprofessionals, includ-
ing Smirnov and Saltykov, undertook a more sophisticated attempt to
drawthelinebetweensocialisthonestyanddishonestyacrosstherealms
of function/construction and ornamental/aesthetic appeal. In search of
appropriate criteria, they turned to folk art, which had been officially
praisedasanexpressionoftrulypopularcreativitysincethemid-1930s.In
doingso,designprofessionalsdidnotsimplyemulatetheofficialrhetoric,
butalsofollowedthetraditionoftheprofessionalstudy,preservationand
promotionofpeasantart.Thisstemmedfromthelatenineteenth-century
patronageofartisticcraftsandwasgraduallyrevivedaftertheRevolution
andtheCivilWarandagainaftertheSecondWorldWar.119

Areferencetofolkartallowednotonlyfunctionalstructureandorna-
menttobereconciled(‘construction’and‘composition’)butalsotechnical
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skilland‘artisticmystery’,whichwaspositivelyreconceptualisedas‘fan-
tasy’.Smirnovarguedthatfantasy, integraltoeverydaypeasant lifeand
art, serves for thedevelopment of ameaningful image, and so, say, an
ornamentalroosterisameanstoprovokeafestivemoodandasignifierof
certaintypicalfeaturesofpeasantlife.120Thus,anornamentwasjustified
asanessentialelementofenjoyablelabourandasourceoftheconsumer’s
positive emotions, and the ‘folk wisdom’, carefully mastered by profes-
sionalappliedartists,guaranteedtheornament’s‘honesty’.Inshort,folk
ornamentwas tobe ameasuring stick for an artistwho struggledwith
thecontradictionbetweenpleasingtheconsumerandhonestlyrevealing
materialandfunction.

Similarly,Saltykov,aconnoisseuroffolkartandardentsupporterof
craftcooperatives inthetraditionalpotteryregionofGzhel’,maintained
thatfolkornamentis‘deeplyhonest’andhasnothingtodowiththe‘fal-
sity and perversity of formalism’.121 However, like Smirnov, he warned
appliedartistsagainsttheliteraladoptionoffolkartmodels.Intheautumn
of1955,reviewinganexhibitionofappliedartfromtheBalticrepublics,
Saltykovspecifiedthatcontemporaryartistsshouldnotmechanicallycopy
the forms and ornaments of folk art, but should always carefully adapt
themtotheircontemporarycontext.Forms,ornamentalcompositionsand
evencolourschemesofcertainobjectscanbecomeobsoleteandirrele-
vant.Whatthecontemporaryartistshouldtakefromfolkartisthedeep
structuralprincipleofthecoherenceofallpartsandthesubjectionofform
to function.122 ‘Soviet artistsmust learn from the [village] folk tocreate
simpleandconvenient things’,advisedthearthistorianNikitaVoronov,
thesonoftheprominentspecialistonfolkartVasiliiVoronov(1887–1940),
ina1957articlein Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR. Hebelievedthattheher-
itage of peasant art should provide the solution of a ‘burning’ problem
of expediency.123 Among the objects illustrating this proposition was a
ceramicfruitsetbytheartistM.Levina,producedatthefaiencefactory
in the Kalinin (now Tver) region through a combination of manual and
machine techniques.124Theset’splateandsauceraredecoratedby the
techniqueoffree-flowingglaze,whichproducesdifferentpatternsoneach
particularobject.Thus,theornamentistheexplicittraceoftheindustrial
processofglazing;ittellsthestoryoflabourinvestedintheproduct.

Thekeytothesuccessful translationof folkartprinciples intomass
productionwasoftenfoundina‘deeprespect’forthematerial.125Applied
artistsbelieved–orhoped–thatmaterialcouldnotlie.‘Consideringthe
materialasthemeansofembodyingtheidealconceptionofthework,[an
artist] should use its artistic and technological qualities to the utmost’,
Smirnovargued.Headdedthateachmaterialpossessesinherentdecora-
tivequalities.Usinghisfavouriteexample,glass,heexplained:‘Themain
expressivequalitiesofglass[areachievedby]light:therefractionoflight
infacets;thecondensationoflightwithinglass;thefree,almostunchang-
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ing, passage of light through glass; and the colouring of light through
glassbyalmostanycolour.’126Wood,textiles,ceramics,glassandplastics
were expected to be treated skilfully, so that the best qualities of each
materialcouldberevealed.127

Plasticpresentsanespeciallyinterestingcaseofthislineofthinking.
Asanewmaterial,devoidofanyhistoryofartistictreatment,plasticpro-
videdachallenge to thedecorativeartist. In thesame1954conference
talk,BorisSmirnov suggestedanapproach toplastics thatwasat odds
withtheidealofhonesty.Sincethismaterialwasstill‘initsinfancy’,and
its‘expressiveaestheticqualities’hadnotyetbeenfound,itcouldbeused
asacheaperreplacementforgems,sobelovedbySovietpeople.Onepart
ofSmirnov’sargumentfordemocratisinggoodtastewasthatifgemswere
notavailableformassproductionascommodities,theirbeautyshouldbe
reproducedinplastic.Wasthisacallforimitationandthedeceptionofthe
consumer?Bynomeans,Smirnovexplained,suggesting‘asortofapprox-
imationofbeautifulnaturalmaterials’.128Heexplainedthedifference:

Ifyouthoroughlycopythestructure,forexample,ofsuchamaterialasmal-
achite,imitatingthecharacteristicarticulationofitspattern,producedbythe
techniqueofcompositionfromdifferentcutplatesofarock,thenyougeteither
aquiteexpensivemuseumcopy,or inthecaseofbad-qualitywork,merely
ersatzintheworstsenseoftheword.However,youcanmasterfullygivenew
expressiontoabeautifulmaterial,proceedingfromthespecificpossibilitiesof
plastic.Createanew,moreorlesssimilar,pattern,keepingthecharacteristic
greencolour,orprobablyevenchangingit.Createanew,notlessbeautiful
redorblue‘malachite’–actually,‘malachite’onlybyassociation.129

The gem as a creative reference point rather than as a model for fal-
sification was Smirnov’s peculiar scheme for what I would call ‘honest
imitation’.Anobjectmadeof ‘redmalachite’wasnotmeant to fool the
consumerbuttomakethemappreciatetheskillandcreativityofitsmaker.

Theactualproductionofplasticcommoditieswas,however,afarsight
fromSmirnov’sideal.In1957theLeningradcriticVirkoBlekfoundthat
mostplastic objects – suchasbaskets, plates and vases –producedby
localindustryweremadewithawfultasteandoverloadedwithornamen-
tation.Blekarguedthattheseplasticsshowedanextremelackofrespect
forthematerialfromwhichtheyweremade.UnlikeSmirnov,sheurged
artists toexplore the innerqualitiesof thisnewmedium: ‘Plastic isone
ofthemostperfectmaterials,harbouringbroadopportunities.Andhere
oneshouldpredominantlyoperatewithline,colour,strictandrestrained
forms.Ibelievethatcomplexformsandornamentationarenotappropri-
ateforplastics.’130Attheconferenceonthe‘Problemsoforganisingand
maintainingthepropagandaofvisualarts inLeningrad’ inMarch1959,
thecriticMoiseiKagancommentedonthissubjectmoresharply:‘When
[artists]trytohidetheaestheticqualitiesofnewmaterials,beingashamed
of these qualities, when these materials are used for faking traditional
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andpreciousones–goldorsilver,velvetormarble–theresultissheer
tastelessnessinthesphereofappliedart.’131HiscolleagueB.A.Oleneva
complainedthatobjectsthatusedtobeproducedfromtraditionalmateri-
alslooklikecheapimitationswhenmadefromplastic.Forthissheblamed
the directors of various small cooperatives (arteli i artel’ki) in addition
tothelackofpropertechnicalequipmentforprocessingplastics.132Thus,
‘theageofplastics’,asOlenevacalledherowntime,madethetaskofpro-
ducing‘honest’objectsquitedifficult.IntheUSandwesternEurope,plas-
tichadacquiredadualreputationasbothasuper-modernmaterialand
aninferiorsubstituteformoreauthenticmaterialsbythe1960s.Thiswas
famouslyepitomised inpopularcultureby thefilmThe Graduate (1967)
and thesong ‘Substitute’by the rockbandTheWho.133Unsurprisingly,
given that the Soviet Union emulated Western examples, plastic could
hardlybeatruthfulmaterial,despiteartists’andcritics’attemptstoreveal
its‘hiddenpossibilities’.Yettheseattempts,too,hadWesternprecedents,
whichpeoplesuchasBlekandKaganmighthavewellbeenawareof.For
example,theAustrian-bornBritishdesignerGabySchreiberhadalready
argued in the early 1950s for the creation of new forms in plastic and
againstthesimpleimitationoftheformsoftraditionalmaterialssuchas
clayandmetal.134AnevencloserexampleforSovietdesignerstoemulate
was the state-sponsoreddevelopment of high-quality, plastic household
goodsinEastGermany(whichareoftenstillrememberedassymbolsof
Germansocialistconsumerculture).135

Fromprofessionaldiscussionsandarticles inDekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
SSSR, the theme of honesty spread into popular advice literature. This
themewasconsideredinapeculiarwayina1960bookbytheprominent
art historian Nina Dmitrieva entitled On Beauty. The book presented a
comprehensiveexplanationofSovietaestheticsofthateraanditspracti-
calapplications.136Dmitrievainsistedthatthehomeofamodernperson
should be free of all things false and pretentious: no chairs where you
cannot sit, noplates anddishes fromwhich younever eat, no vases in
which you cannot place flowers. Objects’ functions should not just be
honestlyexpressedbutalsofulfilled.Thispositionrecallsarecentargu-
mentmadebytheartcriticEkaterinaDegot’regardingthe‘non-market’
aestheticsofSovietgoods.ForDegot’,‘Sovietthings–intheirideal,rarely
fulfilledvariant–resisttheaestheticsof“marketappearance”andproceed
straighttotheessenceoffunction:thicktrousersmakeyouwarm,pasta
feeds you, antiaircraft machine guns shoot’.137 However, if the ‘unfash-
ionable’ and ‘formless’ objects that Degot’ describes filled Soviet flats
andstillconstitutepartofpost-SovietcollectivememoryofSovietevery-
daylife,theywerenottheidealtowhichthe1950sdesignprofessionals
aspired.Likemanyofhercolleagues,Dmitrievaadvocatedabeautythat
wasunderstoodasessentialratherthansuperfluous.‘Everywhereinthe
domesticenvironment,beautyisinseparablefromexpediency’,shemain-
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tained.Functionality,expressedinanefficientmaterialform,whichcor-
respondedtocontemporaryvisuallanguage,constitutedthe‘non-market
aesthetics’ofSovietobjectsinthelate1950sandearly1960s,notform-
lessnessorawkwardness.Inheradvice,DmitrievaendowedSovietobjects
withmoral,humancharacteristicsand alsowithvisualappeal:youdonot
have to ‘struggle’ or conflict with them; they do not ‘oppress’ you, but
predictyour‘wishesandneeds’.138Evidently,Dmitrievaunderstoodthese
‘wishesandneeds’asauthenticandnot imposedbyanyexternal force,
andthereforeeasilymetbysimple,beautifulandusefulgoods.

Thus, the ‘honest’ socialist object was imagined at the intersection
betweenfunctionalismandornamentalism,beautyandutility,artists’aes-
theticprinciplesandconsumers’preferences. Indeed,whowouldprefer
dishonestyoverhonesty,especially if,asSmirnov,Dmitrievaandothers
believed, urban consumerswerepredisposed tohonest beauty just like
peasantcraftspeople?TheSovietconsumerwasimaginedasthedesign-
er’s ally in the battle for good taste against the agents of dishonesty
andkitsch–undereducatedmanagersoffactoriesandcraftcooperatives,
narrow-minded trade workers and the philistine instructors of amateur
craft-making circles.139 This idealistic view culminated in the all-Union
exhibition‘ArtintoLife’(Iskusstvo v byt)inApril–June1961.Theeventwas
sponsoredbytheSovietMinistryofCulture,theAcademyofArtsandthe
UnionsofArtistsandArchitectsandheldintheMoscowCentralExhibition
Hall (Manege). The exhibition aimed to showcase the best models of
householdgoodsformassproduction–fromfurnituretoglass–produced
atfactoriesacrosstheSovietUnion,aswellasmodelinteriorsforprefab-
ricatedflats.Designprofessionalsoptimisticallyvieweditasthebeginning
of a radical transformation of the mass production of household goods
andtheenhancementoftheirroleasadvisorstoindustryandarbitersof
publictaste.Thescope,diversityandqualityoftheexhibitssignifiedthe
triumphofartthatwasorientedtowardsmassproductionandthesatisfac-
tionofconsumerneeds.Onereviewerenthusiasticallynotedthat‘simple
householdobjects’wereexhibitedalongsideobjectstraditionallyascribed
toappliedart(suchasporcelaincupsorglassvases).140Aluminiumand
enamelledkitchenwareproducedat twoLeningrad factories141was jux-
taposedwithamodestlydecoratedporcelainteasetfromtheLeningrad
Porcelain Factory as embodiments of honest artistic labour. Glassware
fromMoscowandMoscowoblast,LeningradandByarozowka(Belarus),
andhighlypraisedLithuanianfurniturewereperhapsthemostobviously
‘honest’ itemsondisplay,as the light thatplayed through theglass (as
discussedbySmirnov)andthetextureandstructureofthebarewoodpro-
ducedastrongaestheticeffect.Aboveall,theexhibitionwasarrangedin
an‘honest’way:thedesignersA.VilupandM.Pleeswerecomplimented
forachieving‘maximalsimplicityandclarity’andtheavoidanceof‘spec-
taculartechniques’and‘deliberateembellishment’.142
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For the agents of the aesthetic turn, the exhibition was evidence that 
the Soviet artist was becoming fully integrated into industrial production 
and that art and everyday life were becoming unified. The choice of a 
productivist slogan as the title for the exhibition was no coincidence. 
The exhibition manifested the concept of Soviet design-as-practice (khu-
dozhestvennoe konstruirovanie, ‘artistic engineering’) and its profound 
impact upon applied art in terms of the relation to industry. As the applied 
artist I. Chizhova commented seven years later, ‘it seemed that the paths 
of khudozhestvennoe konstruirovanie and applied art are converging, and 
this is the only possible way to further the creation of objects for people, 
first and foremost, rational in form, convenient and beautiful’.143 However, 
as viewers and design professionals themselves complained, the majority 
of the exhibits were still unique objects rather than samples of already 
mass-produced goods.144 While a newsreel about the exhibition in 1962 
presented the visitors’ criticisms as minor and stemming from a general 
curiosity and excitement with the new,145 the responses in guest books, 
as Susan Reid demonstrated in her study,146 were far from uniformly 
enthusiastic. Evidently, taste hierarchies as imagined by design profes-
sionals (socialist honesty vs. petty-bourgeois excess and/or capitalist ultra- 
fashionable functionalism) could hardly reflect social reality.

Conclusion

This chapter has offered a view of post-war Soviet design in a broad sense, 
not reducible to genealogies of institutions, biographies of professionals, 
or a stylistic evolution from socialist realism to socialist modernism. It 

1.3 Kitchenware, before 1961.
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mappedthespaceofnumerousideas,activitiesandobjects.Or,tousethe
termsofRégisDebray,147itanalysedthe‘mediological’basisfordifferent
creative activities that intensified, or emerged, after Stalin’s death. The
developmentofeachofthethreemajoraestheticcategories–(socialist)
realism,contemporaneityandtaste–followedasimilarpathfromacau-
tiousevasionoftheorthodoxiessetbyeaselartthroughtheappealtofolk
tradition, to a decisive embrace of functionalism stimulated by unprec-
edented architectural reform. By the early 1960s, the time of the insti-
tutionalisation of industrial design, design professionals had developed
anumberof visionsof and requirements for socialistobjects thatoften
conflicted.Avibrant,up-to-dateandhonestobjectwastobecomeastrong
material argument for the advantages of state socialism. The following
chaptersconsider thepracticalattempts tomakesocialismtangibleand
enjoyable.
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2
Technical aesthetics against the disorder 

of things

In March 1964 Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR published an overview of
modernmodularfurniture.Itopenedwithadescriptionofmodernobjects’
rapidinterventioninthehome:

TheTVsetrequiredrearrangement.Turningitsbacktothelight,itoriented
therecreationzonearounditself.Thisattractedsoftchairs,acollapsiblesofa,
acoffeetableanddecorativeobjects,whereasadiningtable,whichusedto
occupyanhonourablecentralplace in theroom,hadtomovecloser to the
wall.Doing so, it didnotmanage topreserve its round shapeandbecame
rectangular.

Despite the centrality of the television, the article’s author, A. Piletskii,
seemednottoconsiderittobeanall-importantmodernisingforcewithin
thehome.Rather,anychangesinthehomehadtobecarefullyguidedbya
designerorbyaproperlyinformedinhabitant.Therationalrearrangement
ofhabituallyusedobjectswasonlyatransitorystageinthedevelopment
ofthehome.Amoderninteriorshouldtaketheformofagridonwhichall
objectsareplaced:

Contemporarycabinetfurnitureisawell-orderedstructureofsectionalcases
thatfillsawall.Regardlessofitstype(sectional,collapsibleorshelves),ithas
adefinitemoduleandrhythm[…]Ceramics,glass,lightfixtures,books,prints,
souvenirs,plants,fabricsandotherhouseholdobjectsinfusethisstructure,fill
it,introducevibrancytoit;everythingtiesinacoherentwhole.1

Hence, while encouraging vibrancy and a certain diversity in the
modernSoviethome,Piletskiispecifiedthatsuchdiversityshouldbecon-
strained, subjected toa spatialgrid.However,hedidnotmean that all
theobjectsinaroomshouldbeuniforminappearance.Inthe‘periodof
the predominance of excess in architecture and furniture’ (late 1940s–
early1950s),bothfurnitureandbrowngoodswerebulkyandponderous,
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oftenfeaturingpolishedsurfaces,andeachobjectdemonstratedindivid-
ual dimensions and finishing. These designs were distasteful, Piletskii
argued.WiththearrivalofmodernistaestheticstotheSoviethomeinthe
1960s,furniturebecamelighterintermsofweightandcolour,andsingu-
larobjectsgavewaytocomplexesofmodularfurniture–‘awell-ordered
structureofsectionalcasesthatfillsawall’.Attemptstosubordinatebrown
goodstomodularprincipleswereforlorn,becausetheyremained‘alien’
tofurnitureevenwhenmimickingitsexternalshapesandvisualstyle.As
a better alternative, Piletskii proposed the principle of contrast: brown
goodsshouldvisiblydifferfromfurnitureunitsintermsofshape,material,
finishingandcolour,manifestingtheirmoreunique,interactivecharacter.
Yetagridoftraditionalhouseholdobjectsandasetofexpressive,modern
electronic devices should always be balanced. After all, ‘what is most
essentialisintegrity,interconnectednessandcompositionalunity.Itisnot
eventhatimportantiftheseareachievedbycontrastorbysimilarity.’2

ThistextillustratesremarkablySovietdesignprofessionals’recogni-
tionof theactiveroleofobjects inthehome.Hithertounknownobjects
thatdifferedintheirformalandfunctionalqualities,inparticularthe‘new-
comers’suchastheTVsetorvacuumcleaner,forcedtheinhabitantsto
thinkdifferentlyabouttheirhomeandtheireverydaylife.Thepromiseof
thePartyandgovernmentto‘fullysatisfytheconstantlygrowingmaterial
andculturaldemandsoftheSovietpeople’3byincreasingthequalityand
quantityofavailableconsumergoodsimpliedthehighsocialandcultural
potential of objects. Historians emphasise the government’s promise of
theproliferationofgoodsandbetterhomesasoneofthekeycharacter-
isticsofthepost-Stalinperiod.4DenisKozlovandEleonoryGilburdargue
that, in termsof theheightenedattentionto the livingconditionsof the
nowpredominantlyurbansociety,theUSSRinthe1950sand1960swas
comparabletoEuropeancountrieswhosematerialenvironmenthadbeen
severelydamagedbytheSecondWorldWar.5AsKozlovandGilburdnote,
‘Unprecedented in the household context, Khrushchev’s mass housing
campaign belonged with contemporary trends in urban planning, con-
structiontechnology,welfareandaestheticvision’.Theylabelthegovern-
ment’s effort to reinforce its legitimacy by increasing people’s material
prosperityandpayinggreaterattentiontoconsumergoodsasthe‘Soviet
regime’snewmaterialism’.6This is,evidently,an ironicallusion tonew
materialism as a currently popular school of thought that is based on
reconsidering the epistemological and ontological premises of conven-
tionalsocialscienceresearch.

Thefull ironyofKozlovandGilburd’swording is in thestrongcon-
trastbetweenthepost-warSovietmodernistvisionofmaterialcultureas
manageablethroughandthrough,andthenewmaterialistrecognitionof
theagencyofinanimatematter.AccordingtoElizabethA.StPierreetal.,
therearemanynewmaterialismspractisedbyscholarsindifferentdisci-
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plines,buttheyareallunitedbyacritiqueofthefoundationalassumptions
ofWesternthought,inparticularthedivisionbetweenaknowingsubject
and an inert object, between an exceptional human being and passive
matter‘waitingtobeactedupon’.7Additionally,StPierreetal.explainthat
newmaterialismsaredrivenbycuriosityandthereforehavenodefinitive
methodology–theyare‘alwaysbeinglaidout,becoming’.8Thismethod-
ologicalfluidityisrelatedtothereconsiderationofthedoer/deedrelation-
ship:‘Ifwetakeseriouslythatthereisno“doerbehindthedeed”butthat
thedoer isproducedeitherbyoralongside thedeed, then theworkof
methodisnotcompletelyinourcontrolandmustbeconstantlyre-thought
andre-claimedineachspecificity.’9

Contrarytothis,the‘newmaterialism’oftheKhrushchevgovernment
wasapolicythatfavouredbeliefintheexceptionalhumanbeing,anexpert
in urban planning, design and aesthetics, who is capable of organising
inertmatterintopropersocialistobjectsandfurtheringrationalconsump-
tionanddailylife.Khrushchev’smodernisationcampaignleftlittleroom
forwhatnewmaterialists call thing-power – ‘the strangeabilityofordi-
nary,man-made itemstoexceedtheirstatusasobjectsandtomanifest
tracesofaliveness,constitutingtheoutsideofourownexperience’,inJane
Bennett’s definition.10 The structure of VNIITE directly manifested the
state’swilltocontrol,throughanetworkofexperts,thetotalityofthings
andtheirinfluenceonconsumers.The‘TE’intheinstitution’sacronym,
‘technicalaesthetics’,waspromotedasan interdisciplinaryscience that
definedthe‘lawsofartisticactivityinthesphereoftechnology’11andopti-
misedtheproductionofconsumergoods.VNIITEemployees, therefore,
sharedthescientificestablishment’sinterestincybernetics.12IntheSoviet
context,thisentailed‘thescienceofmanagingnationalplanningandecon-
omy, administering perfectly calculated goods and services, collecting
andinterpretingdata,andestablishingandmeetingproductionquotas’.13
DesignhistorianMargaretaTillbergsuggeststhatPremierAlekseiKosygin
appreciatedmathematicalmodellingandcomputernetworks–important
componentsofcybernetics–astoolsforincreasingtheefficiencyofthe
socialistproductionsystemwithoutgivingwaytotheevilsofthecapital-
istmarket.Themodelof‘industrialcybernetics’,developedinthe1950s
by Stafford Beer for the steel industry in England, was well known in
theUSSR through theRussian translationof his 1959bookCybernetics 
and Management.Beer’smodelreplacedstandardmarketmechanismsof
supplyanddemandwithfeedbackloopsthatprovideddataaboutaspects
suchas sales rates, availablematerials and costs inmanaging complex
companies.Withinthismodel,theSovieteconomyappeared‘asanenor-
mous organism that could be optimized by way of computer networks
through the channelling and management of information flows’.14 This
optimisationwouldfurthertheorderingofmaterialculture.AsDianaWest
arguesinherstudyofSovietcybernetics,byappropriatingthisWestern
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interdisciplinaryscience,‘SovietdesignersatVNIITEaimedtoaccountfor
allhumanphysiologicalandpsychologicalneedsindesigningacompre-
hensivesystemofconsumerobjects’.15

This chapter addresses the contradictions of the ‘new Soviet mate-
rialism’ by focusing on the work of VNIITE during the initial stage of
its establishment. In that period, the institution focused on overcoming
whatcouldbecalled,alludingtoFoucault’sseminalwork,thedisorderof
things.16Severaltheorists,referringtoKant’snotionofthe‘thing-in-itself’
anditslaterinterpretationbyHeidegger,17distinguishbetweenobjectsas
accessible,instrumentalentities,andthingsasagentsofsocialrelations,
actingoutsidehumancontrol.BillBrownassertsthatpeoplehaveready
codestograspthemeaningofobjectsandusethemwithoutconfronting
theirmateriality:forexample,welookthroughwindows.However,once
objects stop working for us – for example if a window gets dirty – we
startconfrontingtheir‘thingness’,whichisnotimmediatelyintelligible.18
Similarly,JaneBennettarguesthatunusableobjects,suchasthoseina
rubbishpile,appearasthings:‘asvividentitiesnotentirelyreducibleto
thecontextsinwhich(human)subjectssetthem,neverentirelyexhausted
bytheirsemiotics’.19Followingthisconceptualdistinction,Isuggestthat
themaingoalofVNIITEinthe1960swastoreplacetheunrulyandmal-
functioning things that filled Soviet homes or piled up unsold in ware-
houseswithneat,functionalobjects.Thechapterbeginswithanoverview
ofthegenealogyofthekeytermsthatdefinedVNIITE’sactivity.Further,it
discussesVNIITE’smethodologiesforstudyingconsumerneeds,evaluat-
ingalreadyproducedobjects,anddesigningnewones.Finally,itpresents
casestudiesexploringhowthesemethodologieswereimplementedinthe
designofhouseholdobjects.

Coming to terms with design

AsIdemonstratedinthefirstchapter,theaestheticturnincludedagreat
dealofconceptualandterminologicalconfusion.Theideaofalatesocialist
objectandindustrialdesignasaSovietprofessionemergedpartlybecause
ofarttheorists’attemptstoovercomethisconfusion.Inordertooptimise
the production of objects, design professionals required a solid, effec-
tiveterminology.Asearlyas1955thecriticMoiseiKaganwasfrustrated
thatspecialistsworkingonfurniture,clothes,kitchenware,etc.,randomly
referredtotheirownworkas‘decorative’,‘applied’,or‘decorative-applied’
art.Heinsistedthat‘decorativeart’wasthetermfordecorativeelements
thathavenopracticaluseinthemselves(suchasdecorativevasesorwall-
papers),while‘appliedart’signifiedpracticallyusableobjects.20

Theneedforacleardifferentiationgainedurgencybythe1960s.Ivan
Matsa(MaczaJános),anartcriticofHungarianoriginwithexperienceof
the 1920s Hungarian avant-garde, published an article in Dekorativnoe 
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Iskusstvo SSSR with the polemical title ‘Can the Machine be a Work of
Art?’21 Answering this question in the negative, Matsa specified that
meansofproduction(machines)canpossessbeautybutonlyasaconse-
quenceoftheirtechnicalperfection,notasanintentionallyproducedqual-
ity.Moreover, even thoughartists sometimespartake in theproduction
processthroughartisticlabour,whattheyproducearenotproperworks
ofart.Householdobjects,however,includingnewones,aremadeinten-
tionallybeautifulandactas‘ideologicalfacts’byexpressingcertainsocial
values.They,assuch,belongtothesphereofart,or,atleast,inthecate-
goryof‘aestheticallymeaningfulobjects’.Matsa’shypothesisimpliedthat
refrigeratorsandcarsproducedatthesameLikhachevplant,forexample,
weresituatedondifferentsidesofthedivide,whereasrefrigeratorsand
porcelaintablewarewereunitedbyideologicalmeaningfulness,although
theformerdidnotbelongtodecorativeartproper.

Matsa’sattempttodrawfurtherdistinctionsbetweendifferentkinds
ofart-likeobjectswasshaky,theargumentationcautiousandtheoverall
classification vague. Nonetheless, Matsa called for further work in this
direction,seeingthesedistinctionsascrucialforavoidingthe‘mistakes’of
the1920savant-garde:

Ifonetransforms,say,achairintoanobjectofdecorativeart,afabricintoa
propagandaleaflet,anashtrayintoahybridofasculptureandaposter,and
interpretsacarpetasaneaselpainting,this,infact,stronglyresemblesthe
unfortunateattemptsofthosewhotriedtoturnaneaselpaintingintoacon-
structionandpoetryintothe‘literatureoffacts’[…]Neglectingthespecificity
oftheartisticproductionofusefulobjectscannotonlyleadtoaestheticnon-
senseandtastelessness,butalsocauseseverydaytroubles,physicaldiscom-
fortandthewasteofvaluablematerials.22

With the implicit reference to the ideas of Constructivism and the LEF
group (particularly the 1925 volume Literature of Facts that included
SergeiTretiakov’sarticle‘BiographyofanObject’),23thispassagesignals
notonlyMatsa’sattempttodownplayhisavant-gardistpast,butalsothe
dialecticsofmodernism.Matsaaccusedtheconstructivistsofdangerously
mixing things of a different nature at the very same time as the Soviet
MinistryofCultureandtheofficialartinstitutionswerepreparingalarge
exhibitioninMoscowentitledwiththeconstructivistslogan‘ArtintoLife’.

Theavant-gardisturgetofuseartwithlifethatsuitedthestate’scampaign
toimprovethequalityofconsumergoodsanddailylifewasalsoaccompa-
niedbytheeffortofprofessionalstodifferentiateartfromnon-art.Infact,
productivisttheoristssuchasTarabukinandArvatovdrewalinebetween
traditional applied art and the ‘production art’ of the new proletarian
society.24

Matsa’sarticleprovedtobegroundbreakingfortheaestheticturn.A
monthlateritreceivedaresponsefromthepainterofbattlescenesAnatolii
Gorpenko,whobelievedthatMatsahadinstigatedanimportantdiscussion
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thatfacilitatedtheclarificationof‘thebasicprinciplesofso-calledindus-
trialaesthetics’.25Hewarnedagainstthelimitlessexpansionofthenotion
ofartandthe‘dissolutionofartinproduction’,characteristicofthetheo-
ristsofConstructivism.Thisdangerousconfusionhadalreadybeenreal-
ised,Gorpenkonoted,inthe‘intentionaltechnisation’ofhouseholdobjects,
whichoften looked likeequipment froma technical laboratory.Thus,he
didnotrushtofollowMatsaincallingeverydayobjectsartoratleastart-
ish.Besidestechnicsandappliedart(understoodastraditionalhousehold
objects endowed with emotional and poetic meaning), Gorpenko distin-
guished‘abroadsphereofnon-artisticproduction,whereanaestheticfactor
playsadecisiverole’.Inthislattercategoryheincludedsuchobjectsascars,
refrigerators,householdappliances,radioreceivers,standardfurnitureand
evenfountainpens.Themaincriterionfordividingthisspherefromapplied
artwasthedirectionofaestheticevaluation.Inthecaseofutilitarianevery-
dayobjects(predmety shirokogo potrebleniia,literally‘theobjectsofbroad
consumption’,astandardSovietexpression),weevaluatetheobjectitself
ratherthanitssymbolicmeaning.Thus,forexample,apairofshoescanbe
lightandrefined;theformofacarcanbeelegant,smoothanddynamic.For
appliedart(whichheoccasionallycalls‘decorative’),Gorpenko’saesthetic
evaluationisdirectednotsomuchattheobject,astowhatthisobjectsigni-
fies.Worksofappliedart‘canbefestiveorlyrical,emotionallyintense,can
expressdifferenttonesandhuesofaestheticfeeling,provokeustoimagine
themorningfreshnessofnature,thevividcoloursofasunnyday,thespring
bloomorthecoldmagnificenceofawinterlandscape’.26

This approach recalls Nina Iaglova’s vision of applied art as essen-
tiallyrepresentational,izobrazitel’noe’. Unlikeutilitarianeverydayobjects,
whichallsharethesameexpressivemeaningsbasedontheir type(e.g.
carsexpressforwardness),eachworkofappliedartreflectstheindividual-
ityofitscreatorandhisorher‘spiritualconstitution’andlife-perception.
Mostimportantly,forGorpenko,theutilitarianfunctioninworksofapplied
artchangesbyacquiring‘decorativemeaning’duetotheirstrong‘seman-
tic and emotional charge’. Utilitarian objects, on the other hand, often
have a complicated and self-sufficient technical organisation that does
not leave room foremotional expressiveness.This lineof argument led
Gorpenkotoacompromisebetweenananti-excessmoderniststanceand
asocialistrealistinsistenceondepiction:imagesandornamentsarewel-
comeinworksofappliedart,butforutilitarianobjectstheyareinappropri-
ateandexcessive.Thisconclusion,moreover,revealsthedifferentroleof
materialityinGorpenko’stwospheres.Inappliedart,symbolicandemo-
tional meanings predominate, whereas the aesthetic value of utilitarian
objectsresidesintheirsensoryqualities:the‘beautyofthematerial’,the
‘elegantandexpedientconstruction’.Finally,attheveryendofhisessay,
Gorpenkoclaimedthattherewasnouniversalworkingmethodthatcould
beequallyrelevantforbothspheres.27
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Twelve more opinions followed: the initial discussion about art,
machines and aesthetics lasted for almost three years in Dekorativnoe 
Iskusstvo SSSR.Theneedfortheclearconceptualisationofartisticwork
inindustryprovedtobeakeyquestionofthepost-Stalinaestheticregime
ofarts.Thephilosopher(andfuturehumanrightsactivist)BorisShragin
immediatelyrespondedtotheMatsa–Gorpenkodebate,arguingthataes-
thetictheoryingeneraltendstofallbehindthedevelopmentoftechnol-
ogyandmaterialcultureandcouldnotkeepupwiththerapidchanges
ofrecentdecades.Theresult,heargued,wasaparadoxicalsituation:his
colleagues could admire machines and practical household objects as
humanbeings,buttheyvigorouslydeniedthisadmirationasprofession-
als. Inorder tocatchupwith thedevelopmentof technology,aesthetic
theoryneededself-criticismandtorecognisethatitsprinciplesshouldbe
fluid, socially conditionedandhistoricallychanging.Shraginpresented
the ancient Greek term techne, which referred to all types of creative
activity, as useful for describing the material culture of post-industrial
societies.28

KarlKantor,amajortheoreticalcontributortoDekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
SSSR,objectedtoGorpenko’sclassification,describingmaterialityasan
artisticforcethatdifferedfromdecoration:

simple geometric forms of furniture, the clear rhythm of straight outlines,
completenessandcoherencebetweentheelementsoftheformofeachobject
andbetweendifferentobjects(achievednotonlybystrictcalculation,butalso
bytheartist’sinspirationandintuition),theclarityofsmoothsurfacesofash,
coveredbytransparentpolishthatdoesnothidethebeautifultextureofthe
wood,thesolidityofplanks–allthiscreatesanindelibleartisticimpression.
Thissimple,unostentatiousfurnitureembodiesreliability,restraineddignity,
reposeandlightclarity,whichisnotthesameastheclarityofrationalthinking
(becauseitpossessesthewarmthofvibranthumanfeeling),butneitherisit
alientosuchthinking.Itisgoodtolivewithsuchfurniture.Itwillnotoppress,
overwhelm,andprevailoveraperson.29

While this passage recalls Aleksandr Chekalov’s conceptualisation of
vibrancyfrom1957(discussedinChapter1),Kantor’sargumentationhad
apracticalimplication:artistsarenotonlythosewhoworkonrepresenta-
tionalhandicraftobjects;artistsareurgentlyneededindifferentbranches
ofindustry,fromfurnituretomechanicalengineering.Kantor’sbeliefwas
thatart,understoodasthemasterfulprocessingofmaterialtoshapeitinto
expedientandfunctionalformsthroughafinebalanceofrationalthinking
and intuition,shouldbethepreconditionforcomradely,non-oppressive
objects.Hiscontributiontothedebateimpliedthatappliedarthasnoclear
borders.

Similarly, art historian Iurii Gerchuk recognised the aesthetic com-
ponent in machines and household objects, but expressed uncertainty
regarding the relevance of the label ‘applied art’: notably, he titled his
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article ‘The Machine as a Work of Industrial Art’ (my emphasis).30 He
criticisedbothMatsaandGorpenkofordrawingbordersbetweenartand
technics, as he believed that contemporary technological development
outrananysuchborders. Insteadofacosyworldofhabitualhousehold
objects,opposedtoa‘coldandsomewhatscary’worldoftechnics,there
emergedadiversityofobjectswithdifferenttypesofbeautyanddegrees
oftechnologicaladvancementthatconstituteoureverydayexperience.He
concludedthattherecognitionoftechnologicalprogressasanaesthetic
phenomenonaffectedthesphere traditionallyviewedasappliedartand
transformedtheappearanceofhouseholdobjects.‘Contemporaryapplied
art’couldnotexistintheformsproducedbyhandicraft.Thus,thedivision
hesuggestedwasnottypological,butchronological:appliedartashand-
made and ornamental belonged to the past, while applied art informed
andreinforcedbytechnologicalprogresswasurgentlyneededbymodern
Sovietpeople.

The roundtable, concluding thediscussion initiatedbyMatsa,gath-
eredattheDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSReditorialofficeattheendof1963,
approximatelyayearandahalfaftertheestablishmentofVNIITE.31Evgenii
Rozenblium,artdirectorofthe‘specialartistic-engineeringbureau’ofthe
MoscowEconomicCouncil(sovnarkhoz),oneofthefirstregionaldesign
institutions in the USSR, enriched the discussion by outlining the nas-
centtheoryofdesigninasocialistsociety.Hiscolleaguesatthebureau
hadbeeneducatedassculptors,appliedartistsandarchitects,andnow
workedonabroadrangeofprojects,frommachinestotheatreprops.They
followedthediscussionwithgreatattention, tryingtofigureout ifwhat
theydidwasartornotquiteart:‘Ayearago,wewereallstillcreatingart-
works.Andwhatnow?Havewestoppedproducingthem?’32Fromthere,
Rozenbliumproceededtoraisetheproblemof therelationshipbetween
humansandmachinesandtheproblemofstyleas‘oneofthemeansof
technical progress’.33 In essence, hedelineated theproblems thatwere
currently central to the agenda of VNIITE. Additionally, Rozenblium
noticed,Matsa’sdiscussionhad fulfilled its instigatingpurposeandhad
now exhausted its potential. The very notion of applied art had lost its
decisivetheoreticalrole.

Since its establishment, VNIITE had avoided the notion of applied
art altogether.Drawingonhis familiaritywith theBritishexperienceof
institutionalisingindustrialdesign,Solovievandhiscolleaguesfacedthe
taskofadaptingthisconcepttotheSovietreality.TheAnglophoneterm
‘design’ was ideologically unacceptable: Soviet authorities in the early
1960swouldnotsanctionaninstitutionthatpromoteda‘bourgeois’con-
cept.34However,Isuggestthattherefusaloftheterm‘design’wasaddi-
tionallymotivatedbyVNIITE’sorientationtowardscreatingclearsystems:
tocombatthedisorderofthings,adesignerfirsthadtoeliminatethedisor-
derofterms,whichtheadoptionoftheAnglophonewordwouldonlyexac-
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erbate.Anewsystemofprecisetermswouldalsoensurecontinuitywith
theearlierdiscussionamongproductivistsondefiningindustry-oriented
art,thusemphasisingthespecificcharacterofSovietdesign.

This continuity was explicitly stated by the prominent art historian
LarisaZhadovainhertalkattheConventiononArtisticEngineeringthat
wasorganisedbyVNIITEinTbilisiinMay1964andgathereddesigners
fromallovertheSovietUnion(exceptforCentralAsiawheredesignorgan-
isationswerenotyetestablished),aswellasfromPoland,Czechoslovakia,
Hungary,EastGermanyandBulgaria.35Thiswas,infact,thefirstinterna-
tionaleventforsocialistdesign.Callingforauniversaldesignterminology
throughoutthesocialistbloc,ZhadovasearchedforitsrootsinearlySoviet
Russia.Sherecalledtheimperfecttermsofthelate1910stothe1920s,
‘technicalart’(tekhnicheskoe iskusstvo)and‘industrialart’(industrial’noe 
iskusstvo), the formermeaning theartistic impactof technical toolsand
the latter adjusting applied art to industrial technology. A better term,
fromtheearly1920s,‘productionart’(proizvodstvennoe iskusstvo),accen-
tuatedthe‘principalnoveltyofthenascentphenomenon’andthe‘radical
shift of aesthetics towards material practice and production’. However,
Zhadova argued that in the current situation this term sounded ‘naïve,
limited and unclear’, as ‘production’ could refer equally to handicraft,
workshop and modern industry. It was considered no more relevant in
1964thantheAnglophone‘industrialdesign’,whichwascriticisedastoo
broadandvague.

Foramodelofclearandcomprehensibledesignterminology,Zhadova
turnedtotheEuropeancountriesofthesocialistbloc.Theywerenotonly
themediatorsofWesterndesign,butalsohad theirownknowledgeon
design toshare.Czechoslovakia,an industriallydevelopedcountrywith
arichtraditionofglassmaking,hadattractedSovietdesignerssincethe
early 1950s. This interest intensified by the end of the decade, when
Czechoslovakiabecameapopulardestinationforartists’researchtrips.36
In1960Moscowhostedtheexhibition‘Czechoslovakia60’,whichincluded
work instruments designed by Petr Tucny, the originator of the term
‘technicalaesthetics’(technická estetika).37InNovember1960theUSSR
MinistryofHigherandVocationalEducationsentagroupofartists,archi-
tectsandengineersofdifferentprofiles, aswell aseconomistsand lin-
guists,tolearnfromCzechoslovakindustry,design,artandpedagogyfor
ayear.38AleksandrKorotkevich,theheadoftheDepartmentofIndustrial
ArtatMVKhPU,participatedandwasimpressedbyCzechoslovakdesign-
ers’ engagement in the mass housing campaign and industrial produc-
tionofgoods.Hespecificallynoted‘thescienceofindustrialaesthetics’
promotedbyZdenekKovar,professorofthePragueInstituteforArtsand
Crafts.Simultaneously,Tucnyacceptedaninvitationtotakeashort-term
jobinMoscow.Incooperationwiththeconstructionbureauofthefamous
aerospaceengineerAndreiTupolev,hedesignedanumberofmachine
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toolsfortheaviationindustry.39ThisishowTucny’s‘technicalaesthetics’
wasplantedinSovietsoil,althoughinadistortedform.WhileTucnyused
‘technicalaesthetics’asatheoryforimprovingtheconditionsofindustrial
labour through ergonomic machine tools, Soviet designers interpreted
this term in relation to thedesignof both capital goods and consumer
goods.40

TheCzechoslovakimportofstillunstableterms,coupledwithdiverse
interpretations of them in the Soviet design community, created a log-
ical confusion, further intensified by the chaos of definitions for artists
working in industry in cooperation with other specialists. The situation
resembledtheearliersearchforproperterminologyamongindustry-ori-
ented artists in the late 1920s, when such terms as ‘artist-constructor’,
‘constructivist’,‘artist-technologist’,‘engineer-artist’oreventhecumber-
some‘engineer-artist-constructivist’wereusedatdifferentmomentsand
indifferentsettings.41AlthoughZhadovaadmittedatthe1964Tbilisicon-
ventionthata100percentstableterminologywasimpossible,sheoffered
aconventionalscheme,systematisingthetermsthathadalreadybeenin
circulationforawhile:‘thenewsphereofartisticcreativityisindustrialart
[promyshlennoe iskusstvo];themethodofpracticalfulfilmentofthetaskof
industrialart–artisticengineering[khudozhestvennoe konstruirovanie];42
thetheoryof industrialart–technicalaesthetics[tekhnicheskaia estetika],
and thenew typeofartist,different fromappliedartistsanddecorators
–artist-constructor [khudozhnik-konstruktor]’.43Thisterminologywasoffi-
ciallyaccepted,eventhoughthe implicationsofeachtermcontinuedto
bedebated, specifiedandexpandedonatprofessionalmeetingsand in
Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR throughout the 1960s and after, until the
Anglophonetermsdizainanddizainerwereofficiallyacceptedinthemid-
1980s.Thus,comingtotermswiththeavant-gardelegacyalongsidethe
WesternmodelandwiththeexperiencesoftheirEastEuropeansocialist
colleagues, Soviet designers outlined a contemporary way of speaking
abouttheirprofessionandaterminologicaltoolkittosolveconcretetasks
moreeffectively.

Managing the chaos of forms

Armed with a clear system of terms, VNIITE specialists confronted the
disorderofthingsthatplaguedSovietindustryandtrade.Astheystated
ina1965reportoncurrentproduction,thevarietyofSovietgoods‘isnot
basedontheadvantagesofthesocialisteconomicsystemand,insteadof
producing a limited, optimal assortment of high-quality goods, we pro-
ducemanydefectiveobjectsthatduplicateeachother’.Thisapproach,the
VNIITEdesignersbelieved,wascharacteristicofcapitalistcountriesand
thereforealientotheUSSR,anditcouldbring‘seriouseconomic,ideolog-
icalandpoliticalcosts’.44
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Indeed, socially oriented Western designers of the post-war period
criticised the chaotic flow of mass-produced goods. Their search for
comprehensiveandresponsiblestandardsbecamecentraltotheworkof
organisationssuchastheBritishCoIDandwasanimportantobjectiveof
the‘gooddesign’movement.45Thedisorderinthematerialenvironmentin
industrialisedsocietieswasontheagendaofthe1963ICSIDcongressin
Paris46–Rozenbliumcalledita‘chaosofforms’.47Notably,accordingtothe
designhistorianDavidRaizman,thisdisorderwasperceivedinconnection
notonlytothemarketbutalsotototalitarianideologies:‘Sharedstandards
andlimitstotheexpressionsofindividualwill,whetherinproductdesign,
graphicdesign,orpoliticalormoralattitudes,wereviewedasbulwarks
againstmanipulationsbyadvertisersordemagogues,especiallyinanage
ofmasscommunicationandamid lingering fearsof totalitarianism.’48 It
ispossibletoarguethatVNIITEprofessionals,too,devisedtechnicalaes-
theticsasastrongholdagainstthearbitrarytastesofpoliticalleadersas
wellasmanagersinindustryandtrade,keepinginmindtheexuberance
ofStalinistarchitectureandinteriordesign.Beingapartoftheaesthetic
turn,technicalaestheticsconsideredtheneedsofordinarypeopleinstead
ofglorifyingthestateandPartyleaders.AsSolovievexplained,thisyoung
scientificdiscipline‘representedconsumers’interestsinproduction’.49In
thisrespect,VNIITEfollowedtheleadofpost-warWesternadvocatesof
moderndesigninstrivingtoservepublicinterests.50

ForVNIITEdesigners,however,themainobstaclewasnotthedelib-
eratemanipulationofconsumerinterestsforpoliticalpurposes,butarigid
plannedeconomy focusedonquantity rather thanquality.Asdesigners
unceasingly emphasised, newly built flats not only often had poor lay-
outs,theyweredifficulttoproperlyfurnishandmakecomfortable.51The
enterprises thatproducedhouseholdobjectswereblamednot somuch
forinsufficientproductionasforthelackofcoordinationandtheresulting
excessandchaosofproducts.Generally,goodsofthesametype(suchas
refrigerators) were produced by several factories that were answerable
to different ministries. These models closely resembled each other and
wereoften,asdesignerspainfullynoted,obsolete.Assuch,demandfor
themlessenedovertimeandunused,obsoleteproductsfilledSovietware-
houses.Arelatedproblemwasthatavailablehouseholdgoodsofdifferent
typesandcategorieswereoftenstylisticallydiscordant.Therefore,people
couldnotgetproper furnishings for theirhomesnotbecauseof insuffi-
cientproduction,butbecauseofanexcessivevariety.Intheveryfirstissue
ofTekhnicheskaia Estetika,theeconomistIakovOrlovpresentedthisprob-
lemasevidenceof‘thelackofintegraltechnicalandaestheticpolicy’.52

Claimingthatthechaosofformsvitiatedtheadvantagesofasocialist
economy,whichwasmeanttoproduceapowerfulalternativetocapitalist
consumerculture,SovietdesignersalsoadmittedthatSovietgoodswere
significantlypoorer thanWesternones.VNIITE reportsexplicitly stated
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thatSovietconsumerobjectswerepaleanaloguesofWesterngoods. In
one1965report, theergonomicfactorwascitedasplayinganessential
role. For example, the electric shaver Utro, designed entirely by engi-
neersandproducedbyonefactoryundertheoversightoftheLeningrad
EconomicCouncil,hadahandlewithasmalldiameter,similartoascrew-
driveroranawl.Theuseofsuchtoolspresupposesadirectionofforce
alongtheiraxis,whereasshavingrequirestheslidingoftheshaver’shead
overtheskin,forwhichatool-likehandleisunsuitablebecausetheholding
handisinahorizontalposition.VNIITEdesignerscharacterisedthisshape
withthecolloquialtermneprikladista–literally‘non-applicable’.Thebest
translationmayactuallybe‘notuser-friendly’,thoughitdoesnotindicate
thesenseoftouchasmuchastheRussianoriginaldoes.Incontrast,the
MilwardCourier,aBritishshaverdesignedin1961byKennethGrangefor
HenryMilward&Sons,waspraisedaswellshapedtothespecifichand
movementsoftheshavingprocess,orprikladista –user-friendly.

TheBritishshaveralsoseemedsuperiorbecauseofitseaseofmainte-
nance:itcamewithaknifeforcleaningthecutterscreen,whiletheSoviet
shaver’sdesignmadecleaningmorecomplicated.TheMilwardCourier
alsohadapowerbuttonlocatedundertheindexfingerthatpreventedthe
userfromaccidentlyturningtheshaveroff,ascouldeasilyhappenwith
theUtro.EventhecaseoftheBritishmodelimpressedSovietdesigners,as
itwaslight,elegantandpreciseinholdingtheshaver,whiletheSovietone
lookedmorelikeacameracaseandwasunrelatedtotheactualshapeof
theshaver.VNIITE’sanalysisconcludedthattheUtrowasdisappointing,
whiletheMilwardCourierdemonstrated‘highaestheticqualities’,harmo-
niouslycombinedwith‘convenienceofuse,logicalandsimpleconstruc-
tionand,simultaneously,technologicalexcellence’:inshort,it‘unitedthe
qualitiesthatconstitutethebasisandprinciplesofartisticengineering’.53
Thus, while insisting that the socialist economic system was the only
preconditionforproper‘artisticengineering’,VNIITEfoundits ideals in
‘capitalist’objects.Thiswasanecessarycompromise.Asimilarconclu-
sionresultedfromthecomparisonbetweenWesternandSovietvacuum
cleaners,hotplatesandotherhouseholdobjects.54

Thiswasnotanaïvelamentoverthedisappointing,deficientobjects
stillsoldinacountrythatanticipatedthearrivaloffull-blowncommunism
in less than twenty years. The VNIITE report, like several articles in
Tekhnicheskaia Estetika, offeredaprecise listof causes for thedisorder
ofthings:a lackofscientifically justifiedvarietyinconsumergoods;the
poordevelopmentofconsumeropinionresearch;adisregardfortechnical
aestheticsbytheStateCommitteeforStandards;alackofdesignservices
atthemajorityofenterprisesproducingconsumergoods;alackofcoor-
dinationbetweenthetradeshowsandtheworkofeconomiccouncilson
approvingnewprototypesforconsumergoods.Thereportwentontogive
alistofrecommendationsthat includedanurgentcall tocreateoptimal
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2.1 Comparative analysis of British electric shaver the Milward Courier (left) and Soviet 
analogue Utro (right), 1965.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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varietiesfordifferenttypesofconsumergoods;thedevelopmentofnorms
andstandardsforconsumerproductsinformedbytechnicalaesthetics;the
abandonmentofallexistingsystemsfor theapprovalofnewprototypes
infavourofanew,quality-orientedsystem;andplacinggreaterresponsi-
bilityontheheadsofenterpriseswhogavefinalapproval.Thereportalso
advocateddirectagreementsbetweenindustriesandtradeorganisations
andtheestablishmentofapermanentexhibitionofapprovedprototypes
thatwouldshowcasethemincleararrangementaccordingtotheirtypes:
thus,shavers,forinstance,producedbydifferentfactories,couldbeeasily
compared when juxtaposed with one another. This universal exhibition
wouldbesubjecttoregularinspectionsbyanexpertcommitteethatwould
remove exhibits found to be irrelevant to consumer needs. The show
wouldbeopentothepublicandbeusedtoresearchpublicopinion.55

From 1965 Brezhnev–Kosygin’s recentralisation of Soviet planning
meantthatthetaskofpolicyintegrationandproductioncontrolbecame
even more acute. In a 1966 article, the architect Aleksandr Riabushin,
employedintheVNIITEdepartmentforthedesignofhouseholdgoods,
calledforrigorousscientificmethodologiesfortheregulation(uporiado-
chenie)ofproduction,withoutwhichanydiscussionofstylisticunitywould
beimpossible.Anticipatingtheobjectionthatstandardisationcontradicts
consumers’ interest in limitless diversity, Riabushin drew a distinction
between the terms nomenklatura (typology) and assortiment (varieties),
theformerunderstoodasthetypologyofgoodsandthelatterasthetotal
sumofproducedgoods.Idealtypesofthenomenklaturawouldtherefore
constituteaharmoniousorderthatwouldthenbeembodiedbysensible
and tangible models of the assortiment. While nomenklatura, Riabushin
believed,wouldhelprationaliseproductionandmodernisemasshousing,
assortimentwouldencompassthevarietyofconsumertastes.56Thenext
logical step would be the total regulation of the material environment,
whichwasindeedthemajorobjectiveofVNIITEinthesecondhalfofthe
1960s.MajorproponentsofthistotalisticvisionofdesignwereRiabushin
andthephilosopherKarlKantor,aswellasthephilosophersoftheMoscow
Methodological Circle, headed by Georgii Shchedrovitskii, who joined
VNIITE in 1965. The Circle’s critical approach to systems theory in its
Westernvariantsandmethodologicalunderstandingofallkindsofactivity
resonatedwithtechnicalaesthetics’aspirationforthestatusofauniversal
scienceofdesign.57Thisambitioustaskrequiredasystemofclearalgo-
rithms: for studying consumer demand, evaluating currently produced
goods,andfordesigningnewobjectsthatwouldcompriseperfectorder.

What ‘people’s needs’ exactly should designers satisfy?

Acrucialmeasureforcombatingthechaosofformswastostronglycon-
nect production plans to consumer needs. In the late 1950s and early
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1960s, informalresearchonconsumerdemandwascarriedoutthrough
shoppers’conferences,complaintbooksthatweremandatoryforallshops,
andletterstopopularmagazines.58In1960theInstituteofPublicOpinion
emergedatKomsomol’skaia Pravda,theofficialnewspaperoftheall-Union
Sovietyouthorganisation(Komsomol).Thiswasnotagovernmentinitia-
tive,butagrassrootsonebythenewspaper’seditorialboard,whichcon-
sistedofphilosophersandjournalists.59TheInstitute’ssecondopinionpoll
in1960concernedthe‘dynamicsandproblemsofstandardsoflivinginthe
country’andwaslogicallyboundtothetopicofconsumption.According
totheInstitute’sfounder,thephilosopherBorisGrushin,thefourearliest
pollslackedaclearscientificmethodology,werenotatallrepresentative
forvarioussocialgroupsthroughoutthecountry,andhadtocomplywith
thenewspaper’sideologicalguidelines.60However,theInstituteachieved
a higher polling standard from 1961: it developed more representative
samples, better systems for coding, and provided better preparation of
intervieweesandcoders.Asaresult,theInstitute’sfindingsenteredschol-
arlysociologicalpublicationsbeginningin1962.Aroundthesametime,
thenewlyestablishedVNIITEinvolvedKomsomol’skaia Pravda’sInstitute
inpreparingaquestionnaireondomesticradioandTVequipment.This
was a part of the designers’ project to study consumer demand for 12
groups of consumer goods considered the most socially and economi-
callysignificant.RelyingonmethodsdevelopedbyAmericansociologists
such as William J. Goode in the 1950s,61 the researchers from the two
institutesstructuredthequestionnairearoundvariousconsumergroups.
Each group was defined by the following characteristics: living condi-
tions,income,familysize,typeofsettlement,occupation,‘culturallevel’
(educationandaestheticsensitivity),ageandnationaltraditions(gender
wasconspicuouslyabsentfromtheirstudy).62Theresultsofthequestion-
nairerevealedsignificantdissatisfactionwithcurrentlyavailablegoodsin
termsofappearance,performance,sizeandeaseofuse.Accordingtoa
seniorVNIITE researcher, thesefindingswouldhelpdesigners improve
thetypologyofradiodevicesandprovidetradeorganisationswithrecom-
mendationsforamorerationaldistributionofcommoditiesthroughoutthe
countryinaccordancewithactualconsumerpreferences.Whilethereport
ontheinitialstageemphasisedthedangerof‘blindlyfollowing’consumer
demandandthenecessityofeducatingconsumersabouttaste,itnonethe-
lessdescribedthedesigners’awarenessofconsumerdemandasacrucial
aimoftechnicalaesthetics.63

ThejointresearchbyVNIITEandKomsomol’skaia Pravda’sInstitute
was a response to government discussions on the necessary measures
for the systematic study of consumer preferences. A proper research
instituteforpreciselythispurposewasorganisedinJune1965underthe
auspices of the USSR Ministry of Trade (abbreviated as VNIIKS).64 Its
tasksincludedstudyingconsumerneeds,developingprecisemethodsfor

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   79 20/01/2020   11:10



80 Comradely objects

monitoringandpredictingthem,andpresentingtheresearchoutcomesto
tradeandindustry.RegionalbranchesofVNIIKSappearedin150Soviet
cities.65 Local shops and warehouses, which monitored consumer pref-
erencesthroughconferencesandexhibitionsofgoods,assistedVNIIKS
branches.66 While VNIIKS was beginning, a group of socio-economic
researchersatDepartmentNo.8ofVNIITE(whichdealtwithconsumer
productdesign)preparedaprecisemethodologyforconsumerresearch,
aiming to advise special artistic-engineering bureaus and designers at
factoriesunderVNIITE’ssupervision.Thismethodologywouldbeanec-
essary guide for designing any new object. Trade organisations, too,
wouldneedtorelyonthismethodologyintheirinvestigationofconsumer
preferences because their currently used methods were, according to
theVNIITEgroup,poor (forexample,questionnaireswere inconsistent
andincludedvaguelyformulatedquestions).67Instead,thedesignerssug-
gestedaconcreteyetflexiblemethodologythatdidnotaspiretobethe
ultimatesourceofinformationonconsumerpreferences(andwhichcould
becombinedwithothersources,suchasstatisticsonmarketing)andrec-
ognisedthefluidityofthecategory‘consumergroup’(‘theycanchange,
transferfromonetypetoanother,ordisappear’).68Accordingtotheinsti-
tutional report, thiswas thefirstcomprehensive, theoretically informed
andpracticallyusefulmethodologyforstudyingconsumerdemandinthe
SovietUnion.

The concrete methods the designers proposed can be summarised
asfollows.Anecessarypreliminarystepwasthecollectionandanalysis
of data fromstatistical institutions, tradeorganisations,wholesale fairs,
shoppers’ conferences and the press. The next step would include dif-
ferent types of polling: questionnaires with open and closed questions,
interviewsandpanelsurveys,aswellasdistributingnewmodelsofgoods
to small groups of consumers for temporary use. The results would be
translatedintocomputercodingatso-calledmachine-calculatingstations,
expressedinpercentagesandarrangedincorrelationtables.Fromthere
theycouldbeexaminedalongwiththequantityofproductionofconsumer
goodsandanalysedwithdifferentconsumercharacteristicsinmind(age,
gender, occupation, etc.) and arranged again in ‘tables of preferences’.
Thisanalysiswouldthenbeusedtodetermineconsumertendenciesand,
ultimately,establishauniversalsystemofguidelinesforallSovietdesign
organisations.69 Thus, VNIITE took what was conventionally called the
‘constantlygrowingmaterialandculturaldemandsoftheSovietpeople’
very seriously. A diversity of needs, processed, systematised and com-
parativelyanalysed,wouldbecomeaninstrumentfororderingthings.As
the report explained, consumer research was the necessary foundation
for designing ‘objects with a definite aim’ (predmetov s opredelennym 
adresom) rather than ‘objectsassuch’ (predmetov voobshche).70Objects
that responded to specific, carefully examinedneedswouldnot endup
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unusedinwarehouses.InthiswaytheVNIITEresearchgroupresolvedthe
contradictionbetweenthestate’spromisetosatisfyconsumerneedsand
thedesignexperts’urgetoteachconsumersgoodtaste:popularneeds,
organised through a clear taxonomy, would become the guidelines for
intelligentandrationalconsumption.

Asanexample,thereportincludedapollabouthouseholdappliances,
aimedatoptimising thevarietiesof this typeofhouseholdobjects.The
poll, consisting of five multiple-choice questions on preferred types of
appliances,theirquantityperhousehold,andthetypeofdomesticlabour
thatmostneededmechanisation,waspublishedon25 July1965 in the
newspaper Nedelia (Week), a daily appendix to the official government
periodical.Thepollwasfarfromrepresentative;only1,751peoplepartic-
ipated(thoughtheyansweredonbehalfoftheirfamilies),predominantly
technicalspecialistsandcivilservants.However,itsignifiedanimportant
move towardsgivingconsumersasay in thedesignof theobjects they
usedeveryday.71

Evaluating objects

Consumer research allowed designers to decipher consumers’ require-
mentsforcommoditiestoacertaindegree.Accordingtotechnicalaesthet-
ics,theserequirementspredominantlydefinedquality.TheDepartmentof
EngineeringEvaluationatVNIITEpromotedqualityas ‘the reflectionof
thelevelandcharacteroftherequirements’giventoanobject,ratherthan
theresultofthisobject’snaturalcharacteristics.Inevaluatingprototypes
oralreadyproducedobjects,designers shouldfirstof alldetermine the
degreeofcorrespondencebetween‘theinterestofapersonasaconsumer
andtheinterestsofsocietyasaproducer’.72Thus,technicalaestheticspre-
sentedqualityasanindicatorofanobject’ssocialfunction:harmonising
therelationshipbetweentheindividualandsocialistsociety.

Expertevaluation(ekspertiza)wasasignificantpartofVNIITE’swork
and a necessary complement to design. Its three major goals were to
informindustriesabouttheadequacyoftheircurrentproductsinrelation
to the requirements of consumers; to define the principles of technical
aestheticsinproductdesign;andtofurthertherationalisationofvarieties
ofgoods.Inshort,expertevaluationwasacornerstoneoftheprocessof
orderingthings.Initsmanualfortheexpertevaluationofindustriallypro-
ducedobjects,theDepartmentofIndustrialEvaluationatVNIITEadmitted
thatdeterminingquantitativemeasuresforproductqualitywasstillawork
in progress. However, they believed that a combination of sociological
research, laboratory and in situ testing, consultation between different
specialists,andthedesigner’sartisticintuitionwouldprovideagoodbasis
fortheexpertevaluationofproductsevenintheabsenceofarigidquan-
titativemethodology.73
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For a non-quantitative evaluation, the VNIITE guidelines suggested
‘generalisedqualitycriteria’conventionallydividedintosociological,oper-
ationalandaestheticaspects.Eachaspectpresupposedaspecificsetof
questions.Foreachspecificobjectandforeachtypeofexpertevaluation
adifferentsetofquestionswouldbeofmajorimportance.

Thefirstgroupofquestionsconcernedthesocialcharacteristicsofan
object:hownecessaryistheobjectforfulfillingasocialneed?Ifitisan
objectforpersonalconsumption,howdoesitcompetewithpublicservices
forsatisfyingneeds,howdoesitfurtherthedevelopmentoftheseservices
orrationallycomplementthem?Thequestionabouttheobject’sabilityto
satisfyspecificneedsnolessadequatelythanpublicservicesisparticularly
notable.Thisformulationsuggestsacompromisebetweenthecollectivi-
sationofeverydaylife,revivedfromthe1920sandconceptualisedbythe
Partyas‘serviceinthecultureofdailylife’,andthelarge-scalebuilding
ofindividualfamilyflatswithfurnishingsthatmadedomesticlabourmore
convenient.AccordingtotheThirdPartyProgramme,adoptedin1961,the
developmentofmorehomeappliancestoeasehousework(especiallyfor
women)shouldbeatemporarymeasurebeforethefullswitchto‘public
forms for satisfying the material-everyday needs of a family’.74 In 1966
urbanplanningorganisationsinMoscowestimatedthatinstitutionssuch
aspubliccanteens,laundries,repairstations,nurseriesandkindergartens
woulddoubleinnumberinthecapitalcityby1969.75YetVNIITEdesign-
ers were cautious about dismissing the importance of commodities for
individual homes. In the introduction to the aforementioned 1965 poll,
thedesignteamfromDepartmentNo.8admittedthat,howeverimportant
the development of public services was, they would not suit everyone
universallyanditwouldtaketimebeforemanypeoplecouldgetusedto
them.Theswitch topublicserviceswouldnoteliminate theproblemof
keeping the home tidy, and cleaning services who came to flats would
needcustomisedappliances.Inaddition,homecookingwasconsidereda
pleasureinitsownright(thoughtheVNIITEguidelinespresentitasone
specific to housewives).76 Considering the development of housing and
urbanplanning in the1960s, thepositionofacommodity in relation to
thematerialstructureofpublicserviceswasasignificantevaluationcrite-
rionforVNIITEexperts.Consumeropinionresearchplayedanespecially
importantroleinthispartoftheevaluation.

The second set of questions in the 1967 VNIITE guidelines related
to the technical and operational aspects of goods’ quality. These were
categorised within three different relationships: object–person (ques-
tions of safety, ergonomics, hygiene, durability, psychological effect),
object–object (theobject’sroleasa tool formaintaininganotherobject,
asinthecaseofavacuumcleanerandacarpet)andobject–environment
(thechoiceofmaterials,theinteractionbetweenseveralrelatedobjects,
theproblemofstorageandclimateconditions for theobject’s function-
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ing).Thispartof theevaluation requiredaparticularly interdisciplinary
approach involving different specialists – engineers, technicians, psy-
chologists,physiciansandeconomists.

Finally,thethirdgroupwascomprisedofquestionsontheaesthetic
effectsofanobjectonbothitsproducersanditsconsumers.Inthecase
ofproducers,theaestheticeffectwaspresentedasaproducer’semotional
satisfaction with the harmonious proportions of an object, the rational
choiceofmaterials,convenienceofassemblyandoperationandtheclarity
ofthesmallestdetails.Theaestheticfeelingofaproducerwasdescribed
asbeingdeterminedbythelabourprocess.Whenitcametoaconsumer,
theVNIITEmanual recognised twocomponentsofanobject’saesthetic
effect.Thefirstwasaby-productoftheobject’ssocialsignificance,func-
tionality,user-friendlinessandthequalityofitsconstruction(konstruktsiia,
atermborrowedfrom1920sRussianConstructivismmeaningtheessen-
tial and sufficient structure of an object). The second component of an
object’saestheticeffectwasanelusive‘artisticfullness’(khudozhestven-
naia polnotsennost)withnodefinition.Both theproducerandconsumer
based their aesthetic evaluation of an object on ‘subjective judgements
about the object’s objective characteristics’. The consumer’s evaluation
dependedonhisorhersocialstatusandpreferences(themanualgaveno
similarspecificationfortheproducer).

Thissophisticatedguidanceforexpertevaluationrequiredinterdisci-
plinarycooperationbetweenthedesigner,engineer,ergonomicsspecial-
ist, sociologist, technician,medical expert andeconomist.The result of
theevaluation,ifsuccessful,wouldrevealtheinterrelationsandcoherence
betweenanobject’sdifferentcharacteristics.77

Inpractice,however,someofthestagesoraspectsofanevaluation
couldbeskipped,dependingonthecharacterof theobject inquestion.
For example, in its evaluation of domestic tape recorders produced in
the USSR in 1966, the same Department of Industrial Evaluation pro-
vided a detailed evaluation of their technical characteristics, but barely
approached thesocialandaestheticaspectsof theobjects.78Obviously,
in themidto late1960s,orderingthingswasstillawork inprogress:a
painstaking,sophisticatedproject,riddledwithvagueconceptsandtech-
nical and organisational discrepancies. Therefore, evaluation guidelines
produced by VNIITE at this time demonstrate on the one hand a striv-
ing forclarityand,on theother, a tendency forexcessive,evenmessy,
specifications.

Artistic-engineering elaborations

TheguidelinesfordesigningnewconsumergoodsatVNIITEwerecalled
‘artistic-engineering elaborations’ (khudozhestvenno-konstruktorskiie raz-
rabotki,KhKRforshort).IntheLeningradbranchofVNIITE(LFVNIITE),
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theenthusiasticresearcherVsevolodMedvedevtooktheleadonKhKR.He
presentedadetailedalgorithmforKhKRin1966withfourmajorstages:
first,researchintothesociologicalliteratureonconsumption,foreignprod-
uctmodels,existingvarietiesandconsumerdemand;then,sketchdesigns
(eskiznoe proektirovanie), accompanied by consultations with customers
andrelevantexperts;next,technicaldesign(tekhnicheskoe proektirovanie),
that is, figuring out the details of objects and preparing sketches and
mock-upsfordiscussionatVNIITE’sartistic-technicalcouncilandsubse-
quentdemonstrationtothecustomer;and,finally,themassproductionof
thedesignedobject.79While thisalgorithmincludedmulti-levelanalysis
of technological, functional,economic,ergonomicandaesthetic factors,
userpreferenceswereconspicuouslyabsent.AsaprominentLeningrad
VNIITEdesigner,MikhailKos’kov, latercommented, inKhKR ‘ahuman
beingwasconsideredinthetraditionoffunctionalism:first,predominantly
fromanengineering,rationalisticpointofview, ignoringtheirpersonal,
spiritualneeds,and,second,onaverage,asapersonfittingintonorms’.80
ThiswasnotaspecificallyLeningradfeature:asDianaWesthasdemon-
strated,humanagentsappearedaslittlemorethanextensionsofrational
systemsorwerealtogetherneglected inmanySovietdesignprojectsof
the1960sandlater.81TheSovietorderofthingsenvisionedinthe1960s,
therefore, neglected not only thing-power – the force of things beyond
human comprehension –but also the individual agencyof a consumer,
notwithstandingtheofficialrhetoricabout‘satisfyingtheconstantlygrow-
ingdemands’ofpeople.

IntermsoftheconcreteapplicationofKhKR,oneofthemajorworks
ofLeningradVNIITEwasthedesignofstandardsetsofkitchenwarefor
themodelflat,workedoutin1965–66byMoscowVNIITEincollaboration
with the Central Research and Project Institute for Housing and Public
Buildingsandotherconstructioninstitutions.82Thisprojectdemonstrates
the Soviet aesthetic regime of arts: a seemingly banal theme, kitchen-
ware, was one of the entries for the Soviet Union in the international
debateconcerningmodernity.Recentscholarshiphasrevealedthekitch-
en’scriticalroleinthehistoryofthetwentiethcentury:asalaboratoryof
modernisation,ashowcaseofadvanced technologyandconsumption,a
spaceforembodyinggenderstereotypes,andabattlegroundofeconomic
systemsand ideologies.ThedebatebetweenNikitaKhrushchevandUS
Vice-PresidentRichardNixoninfrontofGeneralElectric’smodelkitchen
at theAmericanNationalExhibition inMoscow in1959hasbecomean
iconicimageoftheColdWar.83Inaspecialvolumedevotedtomid-century
kitchendesign,RuthOldenzielandKarinZachmannpresentedthekitchen
‘asacomplex,technologicalartefactthatrankswithcomputers,cars,and
nuclear missiles’, and more specifically, as ‘the sum total of artefacts,
anintegratedensembleofstandardisedparts,anodeinseveral techno-
logical systems, and a special arrangement’.84 In Soviet society under
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Khrushchev,themodernkitchenwasanintegralpartofthemasshousing
campaignandthesite for implementingpromisesontechnologicalpro-
gressandmaterialabundance(theMoscowPioneerPalace,discussedin
Chapter1,includedamodernkitchenwheregirlsweretrainedinhouse-
wifery). According to the results of a questionnaire conducted by the
central VNIITE in 1965, cooking was the most time-consuming burden
onSoviethousewives,anditwasexpectedtobemechanisedfirstofall.85
Whileutopianvisionsof the totalcollectivisationofcookinganddining,
echoingthoseofthe1920s,appearedinthepress,86ahousewife’slabour
in the kitchen –now increasinglymoreoften an individual, rather than
communal,kitchen–wasaubiquitousreality.Itneededtobemaximally
rationalisedandautomated,and,accordingly,thekitchenwaspresented
inpopularjournalsandhouseholdliteratureasamodernworkshop,akin
tothesiteofindustrialproduction.VNIITEtookthekitchenofaprefabri-
catedflatasapropertestinggroundfororderingthings.

The Leningrad design team, headed by Medvedev, painstakingly
passed through the three stages of the KhKR of kitchenware typology.
First,theyexaminedthelatestWesternliteratureonhouseholdmanage-
mentandkitchenwaremodels(mostlyBritish,FrenchandWestGerman
sources),opinionpollsundertakenbytradeorganisations,andthevariety
ofkitchenwarepreviouslydevelopedbytheCentralResearchInstituteof
Housing(TsNIIEP zhilishcha),aswellasthe(uncoordinated)kitchenware
productionofSovietfactories.Second,onthebasisofthisresearchand
consultationwithaneconomistandartcritic,MoiseiKagan,theycreated
a typology of dimension-types (tiporazmerov) of kitchenware objects.87
Third, theyprepareddetailed technicaldrawingsandmock-upswithan
eye to the current and potential production of relevant materials. This
KhKRwasfocusedonakitchenwaresetforafamilyof3–4people,which
wastocomplementaparticularprojectforakitchenfurnitureset,runin
parallelatMoscowVNIITE.Onesetwasmadefrompolishedaluminium,
anotherfromenamelledsteel.AccordingtotheKhKRreport,thekitchen-
warewouldfitthekitchenfurnitureperfectlysothatspaceinthekitchen
wouldbeusedeffectively.Contrary to the conventional classificationof
kitchenware thatwasbasedon the typeofmaterial and the technology
involved inproduction,Medvedev’s teamusedaclassificationbasedon
the specific labour processes in the kitchen, such as washing and cut-
ting foodstuffs, different methods of cooking (boiling, frying, steaming,
baking,etc.),andthestoringoffood.Forthesakeofspace(andofcourse
rawmaterialsusedinproduction),designersproposedmulti-purposepots
intowhichdifferentpannikins(vkladyshi)couldbeinsertedforpreparing
differentmealsorboilingmilk.Allthemodelledkitchenwarehadrational,
concise forms,with functionaldetailsembodied indecorativeelements.
In the aluminium set, all of the lids’ surfaces were heat-protected and
decoratedwithcolouranodising.ThismethodfollowedWesternexamples
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and would have been an innovation in the USSR. Suggesting various col-
ours for anodising – from yellow to turquoise – the designers argued: 
‘The addition of colour to the cold surfaces of polished ware, emphasized 
by the black spots of [plastic], significantly enriches its liveliness.’88 This 
solution would meet consumer demand for ‘bright and trim kitchenware’, 
as indicated by opinion polls. Another technical innovation with decorative 
effect, chromium-plated polished rims, would be used in the enamelled 
set: ‘White or coloured enamel, accentuated by shiny edging, makes an 
item more expressive.’89

In addition to the kitchen tools, the prepared food was also supposed 
to be beautiful. Such items as vegetable or egg slicers (with thin wires for 
slicing) would make meals more aesthetically appealing, diversifying the 
domestic menu and, ultimately, stimulating healthy digestion. Of course, 
hygiene and economy, too, acted as important factors in design. Simple 
standardised plastic boxes with tight lids for storing different foodstuffs 
would impede the rotting or drying of food. Boxes for marinades would 
have square shapes with rounded corners for the convenience of wash-
ing. In the aluminium set, it would be technically impossible to put the 
teapot for brewing tea over the teapot for boiling water, as was customary 
in pre-revolutionary Russia and was still, evidently, practised by many in 
the 1960s. The project’s authors characterised this method of tea-making 
as unhygienic, so the very forms of the designed items were meant to 
preclude it. Thus, the varieties offered appeared up-to-date in terms of 
materials, technologies, colour combinations and hygienic standards. This 
vision of up-to-date design was presumed to be universally applicable, 
regardless of aspects such as individual social behaviour, culinary habits, 
ethnic/ cultural identities or aesthetic views. The designers’ suggestion 

2.2 Vsevolod Medvedev et al., project for an array of kitchenware and implements for a family 
of 3–4 people, 1966.
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of selling the kitchenware not only in sets but also as separate items ‘to 
give consumers the opportunity to select sets according to their individual 
needs’90 was a small step towards consumer flexibility.

However, the fourth stage of this KhKR was not successfully fulfilled. 
Medvedev’s team envisioned that the set would be most in demand among 
the many new inhabitants of prefabricated flats and that, unlike current 
kitchenware items, the new ones would not go unsold. It was planned to 
produce a pilot lot of 3,000–5,000 sets to more precisely determine the 
economic efficiency of these new varieties.91 The guidelines for putting 
the design into production were prepared by 1968 and sent to several 
Leningrad factories.92 The designers were ready to make compromises 
in terms of materials. However, the factories refused all their suggestions 
because they lacked the necessary materials and technological capabili-
ties. The designers went to Vilnius and Kaunas in an attempt to establish 
agreements with local factories but found only limited success: the Kaunas 
factory Pirmunas agreed to select some pieces for production. Due to the 
failure to establish proper contracts with industry, Leningrad VNIITE dis-
continued work on these rational kitchenware sets.

Though the Leningrad kitchenware project never reached Soviet con-
sumers, it can still be evaluated as having symbolic significance as an 
ultimate rejection of the chaos of forms. Unlike actually produced kitch-
enware that was in danger of going unused, VNIITE’s shiny pots and 
pans with ergonomic handles, transparent containers for grain and col-
ourful jars for tea and coffee remain as pure concepts of eternally relevant 
 socialist objects, and as documents of the designers’ painstaking attempts 

2.3 Vsevolod Medvedev et al., technical drawing of aluminium kitchenware, 1966.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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toharmoniseeverydayconsumption.KhKRingeneralcanbeseennotas
autopianundertakingthatwasimpossibletoimplementinarigidplanned
economy,butasaparticularmodeofmakingsenseofthemultiplicityof
Sovietobjectsandofcreatinghierarchiesofthingsanduses–‘objectively
definingthenecessaryandsufficientminimumofitems,capableofpro-
vidingacontemporarylevelofcomfort’.93Itwas,therefore,anexpressive
elementofwhatSergueiOushakinecalls‘Sovietproductivism’–acultural
practiceoflatesocialismthatechoedtheideasofthe1920stheoristsand
focusedon rationalising the relationsbetweensensuouscharacteristics,
formsandthesocialfunctionsofthings.94

Conclusion

Bythemid-1950stherapidchangesineverydaylifehadbroughtarchi-
tecturalreformandthemasshousingcampaign,andrevealedthegreat
discrepancybetweentheproductionofconsumergoods,consumerneeds
and the Soviet Union’s aspiration to be an important participant in the
development of modern culture and social policies internationally. On
thelevelofmaterialculture,thisdiscrepancyrevealeditselfinthechaos
of forms. While theorists were painstakingly developing a language to
classifyeverydayobjects,thestateneededasmoothproductionofdesira-
blecommoditiestofulfilitspromises.Therefore,aestheticconsiderations
shranktoamodestcomponentofalarge,complexsystemofqualitycri-
teria thatwent farbeyond the traditional realmof ‘art’.Classifiableand
evaluable things would become easily updatable objects, suitable to a
limitedvarietyofhomesandtastes.Awell-designedSovietkitchenrep-
resentedaseamlesswebofsocial,technicalandaestheticperfectionthat
couldbeeasilytailoredtothetastesofafewsocialgroups.However,this
restrictivevisionbecameoutdatedassoonasitappeared.AsIwilldemon-
strateinthefollowingchapters,theorderofSovietthingswasdoubtedby
itsverycreators.
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3
Objects of neodecorativism

‘ArtintoLife’wasnotonlythenameofanimportant1961exhibitionin
Moscow,itwasalsoakeyphraseofKhrushchev-eraarttheorythatcon-
tributedtotheemergenceoftechnicalaesthetics.Itinformedthecreative
choicesof thosewhodefined themselves as ‘decorative-applied artists’:
thosewhoworkedwithsuchtraditionalmaterialsasceramics,glass,tex-
tiles,metalandwood,shapingthemintomodernsocialistobjects.Warning
againstturningtechnicalformsintocommodityfetishesandimitatingthe
austerityofWesternfunctionalism,Sovietarttheoristsofthe1950stried
tofindabalancebetweenbeautyandutility,betweenartisticfantasyand
massreproducibility.Thisbalancewouldguaranteethehonestythat,as
I argued in thefirst chapter, emergedasa chief criterionof amodern,
post-Stalinsocialistobject.

Even beforeVNIITE took responsibility for ‘fully satisfying the con-
stantly growing material and cultural demands of the Soviet people’,1
applied artists (the term I prefer for this profession in the Khrushchev
period)usedtheirwork’sconnectiontoeverydaylifeasthemainargument
fortheirhighlyimportantstatusintheSovietartisticcommunity.Intheir
address to the First All-Union Convention of Artists, the prikladniki (as
appliedartistswerecolloquiallycalled)ofLeningradasserted:

The ideological-artistic significance of this [applied] art is in no way
smallerthanthatofpaintingorsculpture,forithasamuchgreatermassscale,
itsurroundsapersoninherdailylife.Inaddition,theinterest,provokedby
Sovietdecorative-appliedartatSovietandinternationalexhibitions,iswidely
known.Therefore,theneglectoftheneedsofdecorative-appliedartis,infact,
neglectof theneedsofourpeople,andtheproblemsof thisartarestrictly
political.2

Thepracticaleverydayneedsofpeoplelegitimisedandjustifiedtheneeds
of an artist. Alongside the emerging ‘artist-engineers’, applied artists
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employedinfactoriesandindifferentsubsidiariesoftheArtFundassumed
the role of taste experts and guides for rational consumption.3 In this
respect,thestate’scommitmenttoraisinglivingstandardsmettheartists’
professionalambitionsandpersonalbeliefs.

This confluence of interests between the state and applied artists
gainedmomentumby theendof the1950s. Inhisaddress to the read-
ersofDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR in January1960,MinisterofCulture
NikolaiMikhailovstatedthat ‘thewholearmyofSovietartists’, together
with the media, should propagate the best prototypes of commodities
andeducatemasstaste.4Afewpageslater,thejournal’seditorialboard
announcedanewrubricforthe‘reviewsofobjects’.5Justasreviewsofthe-
atreperformancesorfilmskeptthepublicinformedaboutnewreleases,
these‘reviewsofobjects’wereintendedtoeducateconsumersaboutnew
goods that met the standards of beauty, utility, affordability, durability
andsoon–inshort,thatwouldbeclosetotheidealofasocialistobject,
elaboratedbytheoristssuchasAleksandrSaltykov.Thenextissueofthe
journalopenedwithanaddresstotheStatePlanningCommittee(Gosplan)
concerning the urgent need to open an all-Union ‘Institute of Artistic
Culture’,whichwasco-signedbythefirstsecretaryoftheUSSRArtists’
Unionboard,SergeiGerasimov;thepresidentoftheAcademyofArtsof
theUSSR,Boris Ioganson; thechairof theorganisingcommitteeof the
RussianSocialistRepublics’Artists’Union,VladimirSerov;andthechief
editor of Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR (and the chief urban designer of
Moscow),MikhailLadur.Reiteratingthecallfortheeducationofthepub-
lic’stastes,theserepresentativesoftheSovietartestablishmentdeclared:
‘wewanttoactivelyhelpthePartyintheeverydayprocessofbuildinga
brightnew life’.Theorganisation that theyproposedwouldbe thebest
institutionalmethodofachievingthisgoal:itwould‘practicallyhelpeco-
nomicorganisationsof industry, transportandconstructiontoelaborate
themostexpedientprojectsforthedecorationoffacilitiesandprototypes
of different objects that were simple, cheap and beautifully designed’.6
Thisinstitutewouldinvolvespecialistsofdifferentprofiles.Thisproposal
wasevidentlylatercombinedwithIuriiSoloviev’sinitiative,inspiredbythe
Britishexample,intheestablishmentofVNIITE.

Afterthegroundbreakingexhibition‘ArtintoLife’,theappliedartists
who worked on contracts managed by the Art Fund or were employed
intraditionalenterprisesoftheartindustry(textiles,glassandporcelain
factories) or in the engineering bureaus of regional economic councils,
tendedtoadheretosimilarprinciplesandpursuethesamegoal:improving
theproductionofcommodities.Honest,simple,mass-reproducibleobjects
becamethecentralconcernofthosewhoweretryingtodelineatethebor-
dersbetweenart, technicsand theeveryday (byt).Theestablishmentof
VNIITEin1962seemedlikethebeginningofasystemofclearprinciples
andguidelinesforall typesofobjectsandforprofessionalsofallaffilia-
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tionswhodesignedthem.Atthebeginningofthe1960s,appliedartists
andartists-engineersallassumedtherolethatSusanReidcalls‘accredited
taste professionals’: they were equipped with specialist knowledge and
employed by the state to improve material culture and particularly the
modernhome.7ThiswastheapogeeoftheKhrushchev-eraaestheticturn.

However,whatfollowedthisseeminglyharmoniousconfluenceofstate
andprofessionalinterests?WhilethematerialcultureoftheThawerahas
interested scholars for a long time, the post-Khrushchev changes have
onlyrecentlybeensubject toscrutiny. InherrecentstudyofBrezhnev-
eraconsumerculture,NatalyaChernyshovaposesthefollowingquestion:
‘WhathappenedaftertheenergeticassaultofKhrushchev’sdesignrevolu-
tion?’8Sheidentifiestheconceptualchangeinartanddesigntheorythat
occurredaround1965andrelatesittotheheavycriticismofKhrushchev’s
policies and promises, including the ideal of the modern home that he
promoted with the help of professionals, after his removal from power.
Thedesigndiscourseafter1965underwentwhatshecalls‘de-Khrushche-
visation’,whenthepraiseofstandard interiorsandrationalobjectswas
replacedbysensitivitytodiversityoftastesandspirituality.9

Howdidthischangefromrationalitytospiritualityaffecttheidealof
thesocialistobject?Additionally,whathappenedtothepositionofapplied
artists as ‘accredited tasteprofessionals’ at thepointwhen theconcept
of a universal good taste disintegrated? In what follows, I will elabo-
rateonChernyshova’sargumentby identifyinganartistic tendencythat
emergedattheendoftheKhrushchevperiodasaresponseandreactionto
thestate-sponsoredcampaigntomoderniseconsumptionandthehome.
FollowingthesuggestionoftheartcriticIuriiGerchuk,Icallthistendency
‘neodecorativism’–asetofartisticstrategiestoredefinethemeaningof
decorationandreconceptualise‘decorative-applied’artasdecorativefirst
andforemost.

Thischapterfollowsthetrajectoryofneodecorativism.Itinitiallyscru-
tinisesinmoredetailtheearlierdiscussednotionofan‘honestobject’and
demonstratesadegreeofcomplexity intheobjectsproducedduringthe
aestheticturn(late1950stoearly1960s).Thechapterthengoesontoiden-
tify the change in design professionals’ thinking regarding ideal objects
andproperhomemaking.Finally, ithighlightstheconceptualandmate-
rialexpressionsofneodecorativism,usingexamplesfromcriticalarticles
andexhibitions.Forthesakeofconvenience,andinaccordancewiththis
chapter’sargument,Iwillusetheterm‘appliedart’forpre-1965objects,
and‘decorativeart’forwhatcameafterthemid-decadeconceptualchange.

Variations of ‘simplicity’

While an ideal object of theKhrushcheverawashonest, simple,mass-
reproducible and affordable, it was not plain. An attentive look would

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   95 20/01/2020   11:10



96 Comradely objects

revealadegreeofcomplexity.AsarthistorianGalina Iakovlevaargues,
reducingobjectstothebasicfunctionalelements,aswascharacteristicof
thelate1950sandearly1960s,openedthepossibilityforfocusedcontem-
plationandrecognitionof the ‘complexitybehindsimplicity’.10Drawing
onthisargument,Isuggestnoticingthevariationswithinthetendencyof
decorativearttowardssimplificationandrationalisation.

Objects such as carpets, curtains, ceramics and glass, produced in
smallerorlargerseriesbyspecialisedfactories,wouldactasvividfocito
accentuate thewell-ordered minimalist interiors around them, a role of
Sovietappliedartoftennotedbyarthistorians.11Justaselectronicdevices
oughttodifferstrikinglyfrommodularfurniture,asthecriticPiletskiisug-
gestedin1964,12traditionalappliedartobjects,too,shouldstandoutina
standardmodernflat.Thiswouldnotbeanintrusion,however,butrather
harmoniousintegration,aimedatfindingaperfectbalancebetweentradi-
tionandmodernityinthehome.Summarisingpopularadvicebooksofthe
late1950stoearly1960s,Iakovlevademonstratesthedialecticsoffreedom
andrigidityintheidealofthemodernSoviethome:whiledesignprofes-
sionalsencouragedhouseholdersto‘play’withcoloursandtextures,this
‘game’hadclearrules.Forexample,ifonechoseto‘occupytherightpart
ofacompositionwithalight-colourverticalobject,onedefinitelyhadto
placealowdarkobjecttotheleftpart,unitingthetwopartswithacon-
trastingbackground,matchingthecolourofasmallcushiononacouch’.13
Diversity,complexityandcontrastwere,therefore,elementsoftheSoviet
modernistorderofthings,alwaystobemanagedthroughbalance.

Theprincipleofcontrastcouldalsobediscernedwithinobjects.An
appliedartistcouldpursueacontrastbetweenasimpleformandvivid(but
nottoosophisticated)decoration,betweenblankanddecoratedsurfaces,
betweentwodifferentqualitiesofthesamematerial.Forexample,theset
ofteapots‘Tundra’fromthecollectionoftheMoscowMuseum(produced
in 1959, factory unknown), demonstrates a temperate use of gilding to
accentuatethestructuralelements(cover,handle,lid)andcreatemodest
ornamentsoutoffigurativedetails(antlers)(plate2).Eventhoughthebody
ofthepotiscoveredinablackoverglazepigment,theinherentwhiteness
oftheporcelainisnotobscured(thiswouldbeconsideredkitsch);ratherit
isemphasisedthroughaschematicoutlineofadeer.Thebodyofporcelain
depictstheanimalbody;thus,the‘honesty’ofthematerialisembodiedin
thedecoration’ssubject.

Theobjectsproducedintheearly1960sattheLeningradFactoryof
ArtisticGlasssimilarlydemonstratevariationsofcontrast.Artisticglassof
theKhrushchevera isoftenassociatedwith simple transparent vessels,
unornamented or with minimal geometric ornament. Boris Smirnov, a
versatileartistanddesignerwithexperienceof1920sConstructivism,who
joinedtheLeningradFactoryofArtisticGlassin1949,praisedexactlysuch
objectseightyearslater:‘Thinkaboutathin,smooth,colourlessdrinking

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   96 20/01/2020   11:10



 Objects of neodecorativism 97

glass: it will never get boring, it is beautiful and pleasant exactly due to its 
simplicity […] Ideally, all the objects of daily use should be like this.’14 An 
example of such a minimalist glass object is a 1962 water service ‘Strings’, 
made from colourless lead glass by Smirnov’s factory colleague Leida 
Jurgen, a graduate from the State Artistic Institute of the Estonian Socialist 
Republic. Its clear geometric forms and clusters of incised vertical lines for 
decoration serve as a good illustration of the late 1950s debates regarding 
realism, vibrancy and artistic image. A viewer can focus on the decoration 
that represents strings or on the functional forms of the vessels. Smirnov 
himself practised what he preached: he designed different functional 
forms of colourless glass. From 1959 he started experimenting with col-
ourless decoration on lead glass through sandblasting.15 The philosopher 
Andrei Troshin has recently compared transparent colourless objects to 
laboratory test-tubes. In his view, ‘glass becomes but a raw material for 
the objects of particular forms subjected to utilitarian and strictly defined 
functions’ due to the idealisation of transparency.16

However, it is unlikely that in their colourless decoration Smirnov and 
Jurgen were inspired only by test-tubes. Contrary to his 1957 pronounce-
ment concerning the superiority of undecorated glass, Smirnov often leaned 
towards figurative and even literary decoration. Sandblasting, engraving 
and incising allowed him to visually inscribe figures in the body of an 
object, to play with the contrast of the different materials. In his well-known 

3.1 Leida Jurgen, water set, ‘Strings’, colourless lead glass, incising, 1962.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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service ‘Orchestra’ (1962–64), figures of musicians in dynamic poses as 
well as their instruments are cut into the thickness of lead glass. As a result, 
as two critics observed in 1965, the brilliance of faceting amplifies the per-
ception of movement and probably even stimulates the viewer to imagine 
sounds. In another frequently cited artwork by Smirnov, a triptych of vases 
‘Glassblowers’ (1961–63), the decoration refers to the process of making: 
unlike a constructivist object, where an artist’s labour is imprinted in the 
clear structural form, Smirnov’s object embodies a depiction of the labour 
process. Similarly, in her 1961 vase ‘Kindergarten’ with engraved images 
of children sleeping among the stars, Jurgen renders the immateriality of a 
dream through the materiality of transparent colourless glass.

It was often the case, however, that Leningrad glass artists avoided 
figurative ornament in favour of achieving contrast between different qual-
ities of glass, such as full transparency and colour diversity, lightness and 
thickness of the facets. These combinations appear, for example, in a ser-
vice ‘Rainbow’ which was designed by the factory’s chief artist Ekaterina 
Ianovskaia (a 1949 graduate from Moscow Art and Industry School) in 
1962 (plate 3), or in a 1961 piece by Jurgen’s fellow graduate from the 
Estonian Art Institute, Helle Pyld. Smirnov, too, advocated the exploration 
of all the physical possibilities of glass for creating strong images as early 

3.2 Boris Smirnov, vases, ‘Glass Blowers’, transparent lead glass, sandblasting, engraving; 
sandblasting by Helle Pyld and R. Antonenko, engraving by A. Soloviev, 1961–63.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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as1954.Inthelate1950sheapproachedhisworkwiththeideaof‘truth
tomaterials’:‘Consideringthematerialasameansofembodyingtheideal
conceptionofthework,[anartist]shoulduseitsartisticandtechnological
qualitiestothemaximumextent.’Providinganexampleofhis favourite
material,Smirnovexplained:‘Themainexpressivequalitiesofglass[are
achieved by] light: the refraction of light in facets; the condensation of
lightwithinglass;thefree,almostunchanging,passageoflightthrough
glass;andthecolouringoflightthroughglassbyalmostanycolour.’17

AnotherinterestofSmirnovthatcomplicateshisroleasanadvocateof
rationalutilitarianobjectswashisattitudetowardstraditionalglassmaking,
particularlyUkrainianblownglasswithhotapplications(gutnoe steklo),in
whichmillefiori (mosaicbeads)wereoftenusedasdecoration.Someof
hisworks,producedatthefactoryasexhibitionpieces(forexample,the
decanter‘Lady’,1957,thepitcher‘Horse’,1961,andothers)demonstrate
playfulness in the reinterpretation of folk tradition. Smirnov welcomed
theappearanceofsuchobjectsatexhibitions,becausetheyrevealedthe
creativeindividualityofeachartist,butstillprioritisedsimpleformsand
techniquesforproducingconsumergoodsforall.Forexample,pressing
couldbeusedtocreaterectangularshapesandsimpledecorativepatterns
ofvariousconfigurations.Likewise,themethodofthermalprocessingof
zincsulphideglass,developedbythefactory’schieftechnologistNikolai
Kachalov,couldbeusedtocreateanarrayofpatterns,coloursandtex-
turesandsoproducecheapobjectsingreatquantity.18Inher1961review
of Smirnov’s versatile work as a glass artist, designer of optical tools,
exhibition designer, graphic artist and book illustrator, the critic Nina
Iaglovacharacterisedhimasfirstofallan‘artistofindustry’.According
toher,themostinterestingaspectofSmirnov’sworkwas‘hissearchfor
animpressiveimageinaneverydayobjectofmassconsumption,which
hecanpoeticizebybarelynoticeabletouches’.19Onecouldcharacterise
Smirnov’sworkinthe1950sandearly1960sasanexplorationoftheten-
sionbetweenrationalityandexpressivity.

Whether experimenting with colourless ornaments or contrasts
betweencolourandtexture,Leningradappliedartistsexhibitedacritical
approachtotheidealofamass-producedsocialistobjectintheirdesign
philosophy, even if in public they embraced that ideal wholeheartedly.
Similar examples of moderate experimentation could be found in other
factories thatproducedtraditionaldomesticobjects.Thisemergent ten-
sionbetweenrationalityandexpressivitywouldsoongrowintoatendency
thatartcriticscouldnotignore.

‘Everything is much more complicated’

Thefirstsignsofthechangeinprofessionalattitudestowardsthedesignof
domesticinteriorsemergedevenbeforeKhrushchev’sresignationandhis
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successor’scritiqueofhisboldreformism.Oneofthemwasimmediately
connectedtoDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR. Atthebeginningof1963,the
art critic Leonid Nevler, commissioned by the journal’s editorial board,
undertooka‘fieldtrip’tostudentandworkers’dormitoriesinthetownof
Kalinin(nowTver)inordertolearnaboutpeople’sactualtastesinhome
furnishingsandtogivethemspecialistadvice.Thetripreportwaspub-
lishedinthejournal’sMarchissue.20WhatNevlersawwasfarfromthe
designers’visionofanidealSoviethome.Alldormitorieshadthefollow-
ingincommon:‘first,acorridorsystem;second,thepredominanceofthe
colourbrown;third,identicalironbeds;fourth,identicalmilk-white,cone-
shapedlampshades;fifth,theartisticandanti-artisticconsequencesofall
this’.Yet therewasasignificantdifferencedependingon thegenderof
theinhabitant:youngmenacceptedthesegloomyinteriorsastheywere,
whereas young women tried to make them cosier. In women’s rooms,
Nevlerobservedpilesofcushions;colouredcarpetstripsoverbedcovers;
redbowstieduptobedframes;postcardswithflowers,kissingcouples
andmoviestarspinnedtocushionsoronwallsandbedsidetables;arti-
ficialflowers;handmadecross-stitchedembroideries(mostlykittensand
flowers);figurinesandkitten-shapedmoneyboxes–thewholeassortment
ofbric-a-bracthathadbeensofrequentlyattackedbydesignprofessionals
forthepastdecade.

However, instead of the usual condemnation of the remnants of
petty-bourgeoistaste,Nevlerapproacheddormitoryinteriorsasmeaning-
fulindividualandsocialstatements,or,asBourdieuwouldhaveit,‘man-
ifestedpreferences’.21  He noticed that, first, the embroideries made by
thesewomenoftenshowed‘anexcellentsenseofcolour’andthuscould
notbedismissedassheerkitsch.Second,therooms’inhabitantsproved
nottobebackwardmeshchanki,but‘quitemodernwomen,withmodern
haircuts,inmodernjumpersandconvenientshorttrousers;jolly,nice,and
independent’.22

Whydidtheseartisticallygiftedpeople,withatasteformoderndress,
decoratetheirhomesin‘theirgrandmothers’fashion’?Nevlersuggested
thatwhiletheyoungwomenadheredtotherequirementsoftheirsocial
environment (workplace,university,places for leisureactivities) in their
dress and behaviour, they recreated the atmosphere of their parental
homes in their domestic space. Though the author does not articulate
itclearly, the toneofhisproseevokes the themeofsocialmobility: the
transitionfromsmallvillagesandtowns,wheretraditionalideasofdomes-
tic cosinessprevailed, to thebiggercitywithmodern infrastructuresof
labourandleisure.Therefore,homemadedecorationservedasthemeans
tosettleinandadapttothenewurbanandcollectiviseddailylife.Rather
than being tacky, Nevler argued, dormitory dwellers ‘consistently and
painstakingly’followedthetastesoftheir‘homeenvironment’(domashnei 
sredy).Therefore,hesuggested,
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suchwidespreadstylisticincongruitybetweenthe[residents’]attireandinte-
riors isnotonlyaesthetic,butalsosociologicalandpsychological.Andit is
absolutelymeaningless(ifnotoffensive)toequateoutdatedvisionsofdomes-
ticcomfort[nesovremennost’]withphilistinism[meshchanstvo]andgrandpar-
ents’traditionswithtastelessness,assomezealousjournalistsdo.Everything 
is much more complicated [emphasisintheoriginal].23

Moreover, Nevler suggested treating the popular method of dormitory
decorationnotaseclecticism,butasaspecificstylewhich,had itbeen
thesubjectofanopinionpoll,wouldprovetobepopularintheUSSRfar
beyondwomen’sdormitories.Ifthisstylewaslovedbypeople,whyshould
itberejected,letalonedestroyed?Nevlerinsistedthatitshouldbetaken
seriouslybecauseitreflectedreallifeandrealvalues.

Nevler’sarticlewasthefirstmanifestationofamoveawayfromthe
dictatorshipoftastetowardstherecognitionofpeople’sindividualdesires
and preferences. However, rather than letting people enjoy what they
preferred, Nevler suggested re-educating their tastes by removing old-
fashionedknick-knacksfromproductionandsellingonlybrandnewgoods
inurbanstores.Additionally,hebelievedthatold-fashioneddomestication
waspromptedbythe‘formalandbureaucratic’(kazenno-biurokraticheskii)
styleofdormitoryinteriors,witheclectic,clumsyfurnitureanddim,brown
walls.Designprofessionalshadtointerveneandcreate‘modern,rational,
and modest comfort’ in homes that their inhabitants could truly appre-
ciate. Nevler admitted that ‘embroideries and kittens’ would, probably,
stillbebrought intomodernisedinteriors,but lessfrequentlyovertime.
Here,heofferedasociologicalexplanationfordecorationchoices:young
womenfurnishtheirdormitorybunksinthewaythattheydobecauseof
alackofinformationaboutmodernalternatives,notbecauseofanycon-
sciouschoicetofollowfamilytraditions.Infact,Nevlernotedthatador-
mitory(inRussianobshchezhitiie, literally ‘aplaceforcommunal living’)
isnotatypicaldomesticenvironment,butratherasiteofcollectivismin
muchneedof‘massiveartisticintervention’.

ThemilitaristrhetoricofNevler’sargumentherecontrastsstrikingly
withhisearliernuancedexplanationofpeople’stastes,revealingthepro-
fessional anxiety over social mobility and the growing youth culture at
thattime.Whileencouragingtheyouth’sinterestinWesternfashionand
certainelementsofWesternmassculture,designersandcriticsassumed
theroleofmediators inthisprocessbypublishingadvice literatureand
shapingthespacesofsocialisation,asinthespreadofmoderncafésheav-
ilyfrequentedbyyoungpeopleinthe1960s.Nevler,however,opinedthat
suchcafésattracted toomuchofdesigners’ attentionat theexpenseof
theinteriorsofstudentandworkerdormitories.Thesetemporaryhomes,
Nevlerbelieved,couldbeexcellent showcasesofmodern lifestylespre-
ciselybecausetheyallowedforthegreaterinterventionofdesignexperts
thanfamilyflats.24
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Although still confident in professionals’ capacity to regulate tastes
and,throughthem,socialhierarchies,Nevlerclearlyexpressedhisuncer-
tainty in terms of the most efficient and ethical methods of doing this.
Ironicallynotinghoweasy it is tocriticisebric-a-brac,heconcludedby
blatantlyquestioninghiscolleagues:‘Butcanyouoffersomethinginstead?
Canyou?Thenwhyaren’tyouoffering?’25Achorusofresponses,repudi-
ations,criticismsandrevisionssoonfollowed,whichculminatedin1965,
twoyearsafterthepublicationofNevler’sarticle.

Towards more degrees of freedom

In1965Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR introducedaneditorial–clearlymod-
elledontheBritishjournalDesign – whichbecameaplatformforexpress-
ing doubts about the principles of modern Soviet design and offering
solutions.Intheveryfirsteditorial,MikhailLaduropenlylamentedtheloss
ofthe‘greatmysteryofart’inpursuitofrationalityby‘theadmirersofthe
aestheticsofnumbersandcompasses’.26‘Mystery’wasnolongerrejected
asbeing fakeor fetishisticbutwas insteadseenasnecessary forart to
remainhumanisticandresponsivetopeople’scomplexemotions:

atrueartistwillneverremovetheoutercoveringofanimageinordertoshow
theharmonyofligaments,tendonsandneuronsofanobject.Sowhydoesthe
nakedfunctionofourworldofobjectsnowclaimthedominantplaceinour
soul,whydoIhavetoadmireonlytheperfectlyidealharmonyofamathemat-
icalformula?27

Afewmonthslater,Laduraddedthatunifiedhouses,flatsandcommod-
ities implied unified consumers and thus jeopardised diversity, a fun-
damental characteristic of humanity. ‘Our [Soviet] people are different,
andweshouldnotmake them identicalbymeansofart.’28Termssuch
as ‘emotions’, ‘spirituality’, ‘depth’, ‘width’, ‘diversity’ and ‘complexity’
becamemorefrequentinDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR editorialsovertime,
andoftenappearedinsuchopenquestionstoitsreaders.

Moreover,manyofthejournal’sarticlesondomesticinteriorsallowed
for the agencyof consumers inmaking their owndecisions inorganis-
ing their homes. Chernyshova interprets this tendency as evidence of
the government’s rejection of Khrushchev-era egalitarianism regard-
ing taste and possessions, and as an example of the beginning of the
‘Brezhnev-era domestic counter-revolution’ that tolerated traditionalism
andconservativetastesasopposedtomodernistdesignideals.29However,
I suggest that design professionals were not entirely obedient enactors
ofthestate’schangingideologicalguidelines.Theywereabletousethe
politicalandeconomicsituationfortheirownbenefit,initiatingadebate
over the relations between consumers and experts, and, through this,
reflecting on fundamental questions of personal freedom. For example,
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ViacheslavGlazychev,aconnoisseurofWesternindustrialdesign,called
readers’attentiontotheproblemofhomedecorationintheMayissueof
Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR from1966.30Herecognisedthedualnature
ofahomeinterior:standardisedandyetindividual.Forhim,thisduality
wasasocio-psychologicalproblem.AsGlazychevadmitted,eventhough
Sovietpeopleweremoreorlessequalintermsofincome,thereexisted
differentsocial stratadefinedbyeducation,culturalhabits, theprestige
of one’s profession, etc. These strata had varying tastes and consumer
preferences,whichcouldnotbesatisfiedbystandarddomestic‘comfort’.
However,Sovietpeopleingeneraldemonstratedthegrowingpropensity
forhandmadehomedecorations,whichechoed thesimilar trend in the
capitalistWest.Irrationalityandspontaneityneededtoberecognisedas
normalhuman traits.However,Glazychev argued, specialists oughtnot
to let thingsgo freely: ‘designersneed toelaboratea simpleandeffec-
tivesystemofsmallelement-blanks[elementov-zagotovok]forassembling.
Professionalappliedartandmodernisedfolkcraftsshouldprovideawide
choiceof irrationaldecorativeobjects.’31All therestwasuptothecon-
sumer. InGlazychev’s view, specialistswouldbebetter to abstain from
rigidrecommendations.Instead,theirjobwastocarefullyplanfor‘spon-
taneity’.Thisproposalcanbeinterpretedasthedisavowalofthedictator-
shipoftaste,butalsoasitsdevelopmentintoamoresophisticatedform.

Glazychev’sarticlequicklygarneredcriticismfromLadurinanother
editorial.Fromhismoreauthoritativepositionasthejournaleditor,Ladur
claimedthatbringingDIYactivitiestoastandardflatcouldonly‘slightly
concealuniformity’.32Rather thangivingareadyrecipe forcopingwith
individual consumers’ wishes, Ladur urged the professional community
– applied artists, designers and architects – to carefully reflect on this
problem. He did not speak explicitly of taste, but warned against the
dictatorshipof functionalism,even in itsdisguised form,andraised the
problemof‘theconnectionofarchitectureandenvironment’thathadto
besolvedbothbyarchitectsandbyinhabitants.Ladursuggestedlooking
for‘somekindofdifferent,notconstrainingstandards’.Ironicallyadopting
thetermfromtheexactsciences,heurgeddesignerstocreate

agreatnumberof‘degreesoffreedom’foraperson,withtrustinher,andwith
theconfidencethatshecanproperlydealwiththemandusethemtoexpress
herindividualrationalandaestheticpreferences,probablyforthingsthatexist
onlyforthesakeofbeauty,butnotformakingonelooklikeone’sneighbour.33

In1966,inadditiontoLadur’seditorials,Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR 
introduced another platform for debate – the section ‘Problems’. The
firstappearanceof thissection includedapolemicalarticlebyayoung
architect and theorist Viacheslav Loktev, ‘On Dynamic Functionalism’,
thatexplicitlyconnectedtheflexibilityofthematerialenvironmentwith
thefreedomofaconsumer.34Loktevarguedthatthefunctionsofmaterial
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structures (from cities to consumer objects) change much faster than
their forms in the contemporary world, and that the latter hinder the
development of these very functions. The result is disintegration and
chaos,whenconservativeformsarenotadequatetoconsumers’needs.
‘Thedynamismofneedsisnotsatisfied,becausethemechanismofthe
interconnectionofthefactorsthatdefinethedirectioninwhichthepop-
ulation’staste,interestsandneedsdevelopisnotstudied.’35Designers,
Loktev complained, work on discrete objects, disregarding systems,
andarenotinterestedinconsumerfeedback.Asaresultofsuch‘blind
designing’,mostoftheproducedcommoditiesremainedunsold.Loktev
believedthatrandomcommoditiesdonotguaranteeflexibleuseandthus
denyaconsumer’screativityandself-expression;moreover,suchobjects
‘deformthedevelopingneeds’.Asasolutiontothisproblem,Loktevsug-
gestedelaborating‘flexiblespaciousstructuresandensemblesofobjects’
and controlling them through cybernetic models. He claimed that the
precise mathematical calculation of the interaction of elements within
a system as well as the system’s interaction with other systems would
allowthemanagementoftheirdevelopment, thuspreventingthechaos
of forms and, in addition, stimulating ‘a consumer’s maximal creative
participationinforminghisownobjective-spatialenvironment’.36Today’s
designersandappliedartists‘arrogantlyimpose…standardleveltastes
andasinglemanneroflivingontheendlessdiversityofpeople’scharac-
ters’.Controloverflexiblesystems,whichLoktevcalled the ‘methodof
dynamicfunctionalism’,onthecontrary,presupposesconsumers’active
participationincorrectingobjectsystems.Simultaneously,Loktevadds,
‘bymodellingdynamicsystems,wecanmanageconsumers’initiative’.37
Thisisthecredoofa‘tasteexpert’adjustedtotheageofcybernetics:the
consumerisgivenfreedomoftaste,butthisfreedomistobemanaged
bythedesigner.

Thus, in Soviet design theory of the mid-1960s, not only was the
householdobjectmadedynamic,asBorisArvatovhadsaiditshouldbein
1925,buttheconceptofconsumertastebecamemoredynamic,too.While
designprofessionals,continuingKhrushchev’spolicy,sawthemselvesas
responsibleforguidingconsumerbehaviour,thisguidancebecamemore
flexible.38AsGlazychevsummarisedin1968,the‘journalmanagedtoget
ridoftheillusorysimplicityofconvenientschemes,underwentthedifficult
breakwithhabitualnotionsandproceededtonewpursuits’.39

This ‘difficult break’wasnotpurely amatter ofSoviet political and
economiccircumstances.Itwasalsoaresponsetotheglobalcrisisofmod-
ernist aesthetics in themid-1960s anddesignprofessionals’ fascination
with‘complexityandcontradiction’(toquotethetitleofRobertVenturi’s
seminal1966book,whichwasmostlikelyknownindesigncirclesinthe
USSR),40thatwouldculminateinpostmodernistarchitectureanddesign.
AnotherimportantcatalystforchangewastherecentemergenceofSoviet
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semioticsanditsgrowinginfluenceondesigners,whowerereceptiveto
theideathatobjectshavecommunicativefunctionsand‘speak’withcon-
sumersinaspecificlanguage.41

Consequently, the role of tastemaker and organiser of the socialist
materialenvironmentbecamemorechallenging.Whileobviouslyadjust-
ingtotheneweconomicpoliciesofthestate,appliedartistspursuedtheir
professionalaimofgivingmorenuancetotheirprofessionalcredosand
grantingmoreimportancetoartisticintuitionandspontaneouscreativity.
OnemanifestationofthelatterpositionwastheCentralEducationaland
ExperimentalStudiooftheArtists’UnionoftheUSSR,establishedin1964,
whichemphasisedtheartisticratherthantheengineeringcomponentof
design.42Decorativeartistsworkinginthetraditionalspheresoftextiles,
metalwork,ceramicsandglassproposedyetanothermanifestation.

Questioning the criteria of applied/decorative art

Fromthemid-1950s,decorativeartists’effortstocomplywiththeparam-
etersofmassproductionbecamesubjecttocriticism.IntheDekorativnoe 
Iskusstvo SSSR editorialfromMarch1965,Ladurcensuredthemanyima-
geless forms thatdidnot reflect artists’ individual thinking.The largest
shareofblame,heargued,belongedtothestubbornmembersofartistic
councilswhopreventedoriginal,creativeworksfromenteringexhibitions
andeventuallyreachingtheproductionline.However,healsoreferredto
artists’ownresponsibilities: ‘Theartist’s trueand legitimateright,or, if
youwish,duty,istoselectthemostmeaningfulfromtheseaofphenom-
ena,withoutbeing falseeither tohimselfor tohis friend, theviewer.’43
Thisreconceptualisationof theprofessionaldutyof theartist,published
insuchanauthoritative journal,reads likearadicalisationof thenotion
of‘honesty’:notonlytruetomaterials,butalsothehonestexpressionof
one’sownartisticvisions.Yetitalsorestatedthedilemmathatwasfirst
voicedbySmirnovandSaltykovintheearly1950s:uniqueartisticimagery
vs. mass production (or, to use Walter Benjamin’s famous formulation,
‘Theworkofartintheageofmechanicalreproduction’).

Ladur’sargumentwasasymptomofdesignprofessionals’uncertainty
during the time of the growing authority of VNIITE-affiliated designers
andtheirinfluenceonthepublicdiscourseonmaterialculture.Inthemid-
1960sdecorativeartistsfacedanumberofburningquestions.Dodecora-
tiveartistshavetosubordinatetheircreativeimpulsestotherequirements
ofmassproductionandmasshousing?Orcouldtheydelegatethesecon-
cernstoindustrialdesignersand‘striveforward’toexperimentwithcraft-
basedimagery?WouldtheythenstillbeusefulforSovietsociety?Could
they compete with industrial designers for the status of taste arbiters?
Or could they answer people’s spiritual needs, not calculable by statis-
ticalmethods?Torephrasethequestionthat theconstructivistVladimir
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Khrakovskiihadraisedin1921,howcouldaSovietdecorativeartistofthe
post-Khrushcheverajustifyhisorherexistence?

Onepossible responsewas to treatworkonuniqueobjectsas ‘lab-
oratory work’ for updating the guidelines for designing mass-produced
goods.Thisapproach legitimisedartists’workthatemployedformsand
techniquesnoteasilyadaptabletomassproduction.Whilethereviewsof
decorativeartexpositionsofthelate1950sandearly1960s,inparticular
‘ArtintoLife’,arefullofcomplaintsregardingtheexhibits’limitedrepro-
ducibility, from 1965 Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR argued that singular
or small-edition pieces also play an important social role due to their
conceptualvalue.‘Afterappearinginauniqueartwork,anideaoftengets
processed,adjustedtotheconditionsofindustrialproductionandtakeson
newlifeinmassproduction.Notably,manyamongourartistsworkbothin
thesphereofuniqueworksanddirectlyfortheartisticindustry’,explained
criticNonnaStepanianinherreviewoftheexhibition‘SovietRussia’,held
inMoscowinspring1965.44Sheillustratedherthesisbyreviewingthree
works of the Moscow ceramic artist Vladimir Olshevskii (who worked
in Leningrad until 1962). His large decorative vase, made of chamotte,
according to Stepanian, finely expressed gravity (due to the increased
volumeatthebottom)andmadeanimpressionofanaturalform,thusper-
fectlysuitingitsfunctionasanelementofaparkenvironment.Thehand-
madegeometricreliefaddedtheperceptionofintegrityand‘architectural
character’.Themethodofslightlyincreasingweighttowardsthebottom
wasused ina faience teasetwithmodestdetailingon thehandlesand
spouts; thehandmadeunderglazepaintingcombinedwithreliefechoed
the decoration of the chamotte vase and ‘underlined the basic volume
of the objects’. Finally, Olshevskii’s design found its way into people’s
homesinaporcelainteasetmass-producedattheDmitrovskiiporcelain
factory.Here,easyreproducibilityand‘machineclarity’,accentuatedbya
mechanisedgeometricdecoration,compensatedforthelossofthe‘feel-
ing of the natural life of the material’. Stepanian noticed a similar skill
inadoptingartisticideastomassproductionintheworkofmanyofthe
exhibition’sparticipants,especiallytheartistsoftheLeningradPorcelain
Factory.Thearticleconcludedthattheinterrelationbetweenuniqueworks
andtheartisticindustry,whateverformitmighttake,alwaysessentially
reflects‘thedialoguebetweenthehumanbeingandthemachine’.

The ‘Soviet Russia’ exhibition signalled the growing emphasis on
experimentationindecorativeart.Sincethisnewtendencywasnotgiven
asingleclearnameatthetime,Iusetheoneadoptedbytheprominent
art critic and advocate of modernism Iurii Gerchuk: ‘neodecorativism’.
WhileGerchuk’suseofthetermwascritical(heworriedabouttheartists’
neglectofmassproduction), Ibelieve that it aptly captures theurge to
redefinethedecorativeanditsrelationtotheutilitarian.Neodecorativism
affected artists working in different media – ceramics, textiles, wood,
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metal,glass,leather–thoughrarelyplastic.Moreover,theseartistsstrove
tomovebeyondoneparticularmaterial.Neodecorativismwasalsostim-
ulatedby the reinvigorated interest in folkart (this time farbeyond the
USSR borders, in tune with new Soviet internationalism), not only as a
modelofgoodsocialist tastebutalsoasourceofdiverseartisticmotifs
andtechniques.

Creative reinterpretations of folk art, often in a playful, theatrical
manner,wereespeciallycommonamongdecorativeartists in theBaltic
andCaucasianSovietrepublics,whoseexamplewasperceivedenthusias-
ticallybytheircolleaguesinSovietRussia.Ratherthanthesimplemod-
ernist formsandmodestgeometricorstylisedfigurativedecorationthat
prevailedintheearly1960s,whatinterestedartistsnowweretraditional
formsandornamentsofRussianhouseholdobjectssuchasakvasnik(apot
forkvass–atraditionalBalticandSlaviclightlyalcoholicfermentedbev-
erage).Somecriticswelcomedthisenthusiasmforallthings‘primordially
Russian’.Forexample,theartcriticIrinaUvarova(whowouldbecomethe
secondwifeofthedissidentwriterIuliiDaniel)noticedacertain‘Russian
longing’ that suddenly overwhelmed intellectuals and writers in urban
centres inSovietRussiaand incited theirpilgrimage tooldvillagesand
ancient churches to ‘get as many largely useless things as possible’.45
As Chernyshova supposes, such moods reflected the conservatism and
anti-Western orientation of Brezhnev-era ideology and the state’s prag-
maticflirtingwithmoderatenationalistswhocouldbe‘agentsformobiliz-
ingsocietyatthetimewhenMarxism-Leninismwaslosingitsholdonthe
population’.46Chernyshovagoessofarastoviewdecorativeart’sembrace
oftraditionasanelementofre-Stalinisation,explainingthat‘thepositive
re-evaluationofStalin’s legacysoughtnotsomucha return toStalinist
politicsasarevivalofasetofvaluesfromtheStalinera: inattitudesto
familylife,domesticity,theWestandRussiannationalism’.47

However, thedesign professionals’ search for the interpretation (or
even, to use the famous formulation of Eric Hobsbawm and Terence
Ranger,‘invention’)48oftraditionwasnotjusttheobedientechoofthere-
Stalinisingstate.Whileobviouslyinfluencedbytheofficialdiscourse,which
onlystartedtoturnmoreconservativeinthelate1960s,designprofession-
alssuchasUvarovawerealsoseekingpersonalised, intimate linkswith
thepastthatartistscouldexpressthroughforms,texturesandpatterns,
andpresenttoviewerswhohadbecometiredofstandardprefabricated
environments.Inaddition,theembraceofthe‘primordial’wasnotunan-
imous:forexample,Gerchukwasscepticaloftheproliferationofobjects
thatimitatedthe‘belongingsofamedievalRussianprince[kniaz’]’.Being
aprince,Gerchuknoted ironically, isnotsuchasimpletask,because it
presupposescertainresponsibilities,andtheadoptionoftraditionalforms
ofobjectsintheeraofprefabricatedflatsandconveniencefoodsshouldbe
undertakenwithagooddegreeofcriticism.49OtherDekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
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SSSR articlesexpressedinterestinthetraditionamongartistsofdifferent
Sovietrepublicsof‘sincere’affirmationforculturaldiversityanddialogue
betweenpeoplewithdifferentethnicandculturalbackgrounds.50

Althoughitwas,inaway,acritiqueofSovietartanddesignpolicy,neo-
decorativismdevelopedwithintheofficialstructure–experimentallabora-
toriesinfactoriesandcombines(kombinaty,institutionsmanagingartists’
contractswiththestate),supervisedandfinancedbytheSovietArtFund.
Suchexperimentallaboratorieswereinstitutedinthemid-1960s.Priorto
that,artistsemployedinfactoriescouldusethefacilitiesintheirsparetime
forexperimentalwork.However,thoseartistswhoworkedundercontracts
supervisedbytheArtFundhadnoaccesstothefactories’workshops.51
Now,artistsofdifferentaffiliationshadbetteropportunitiestodevelopnew
forms,texturesandcombinationsofmaterials,withoutbeingconstrained
bycontractsorthematicrequirements.52Theresultingworkswereshown
atregularexhibitions–all-Unionaswellasregionalandrepublican–as
showcasesofcutting-edgeideastobeadaptedtoindustryorusedinthe
design of public interiors. In the words of one artist, such exhibitions
demonstrated ‘artistic capital in the sphere of decorative-applied art’.53
Thus,thestate,infact,encourageddecorativeartiststoexperimentfreely
–andtheyusedthechancetochallengethecanonofutility,justastheyhad
challengedthecanonofsocialistrealismadecadepreviously.Thiswas,
however, not a universal privilege: experimental laboratories were few,
concentratedinbigcities,andthusaccesstothemwasnoteasy.Thiswas
especiallythecaseforartistsnotattachedtoparticularfactoriesbutwho
workedoncontractsthroughtheArtFund.54Usingtheirlimitedtimeinthe
laboratoriesasmuchastheycould,artistsproducedsophisticated,playful
andsometimesparadoxicalworks,thusquestioningacceptednotionsina
waythatirritatedsomeartcriticsandexcitedothers.

Neodecorativism signalled the necessity for decorative artists to
reconsiderthecriteriaforpropersocialistobjects.Symptomatically,‘Our
Criteria’wasthetitleofanarticlebythecriticK.Makarov,publishedin
November1967asareflectiononthelatestexperimentsbydecorativeart-
ists.Inareversalofthe1950sportrayalofhonestobjects,Makarovopened
hisaddressbywelcomingthechange:

Oneofthemajortendenciesinthedevelopmentofcontemporarydecorative-
appliedarthasbeenthemoveawayfromnarrowlyunderstoodutilitarianism
andtowardsdecorativenessandthemonumentalisationofordinaryeveryday
form,onwhoseconstructivebasisuniquedecorativeworksarecreated.The
latterareuniqueintermsoftheoriginalityofartisticsolutionsandthebeauty
ofabstractform.Bottles,flasksandcupsexisttodaynotforwine,vasesnotfor
flowers,carpetsnotformakingthelivingspacewarmer,55spinningwheelsnot
forspinning,andchandelierswithcandlesnotforlightingthehouse.56

This is also a reversal of Stepanian’s scheme: unique or small-edition
objectsdonotactasinspirationforthemassproductionofcommodities
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but result fromthesynthesisofmass-produced formsand theirdetach-
mentfromhabitualfunctions.Aslongasanartistishonestinhisorher
choices,theformsofobjectsarenolongerrequiredto‘honestly’express
functions.Forexample,inspiteofitsfunctionalobsolescence,aspinning
wheeldoesnotbecomeanethnographicitem,butan‘abstract’decorative
object,atooloftastedistinctioninthemodernworldofprefabricatedflats.
Purelydecorativeobjectswererehabilitated,andbeautywasemancipated
fromthedictatesofutility.

A play of glass

Althoughneodecorativismspannedworkindifferentmaterials–textiles,
metal, wood, ceramics – glass was its foremost representative. As we
have seen, this material had accumulated subtle critical tendencies in
designsincethebeginningof the1960s.BorisSmirnovbecamea lead-
ingfigureinraisingartglasstoanewlevelofimportance.Togetherwith
hisLeningradandMoscowcolleagues,hebecameinvolvedinmastering
traditionaltechniquesattheexperimentalworkshopoftheceramicsand
sculpturefactoryinLvivthatopenedin1965.57TheLvivworkshopbecame
alaboratoryfornewformsofartglass,thoughitwastheonlyoneinthe
entireSovietUnionatthattime(asimilarproductionbasewasopenedin
Rostov-on-Dononlyinthe1970s).58

His ‘TeaCouple’ofcolourfulglass,producedbyLvivglassblowers,
can be considered ‘decorative sculpture’ (plate 4). It has the form of
a small teapot placed on top of a larger one – a method of making
tea that VNIITE designers criticised as ‘unhygienic’ in the same year.
CriticNataliaTitovapraisedtheworkforits‘diversityandmirthofcol-
ours’,59while theauthorhimself referred to the imagesofa traditional
Russiantea-room,celebratedinfamouslatenineteenth-centuryplaysby
AleksandrOstrovskyandpaintingsbyBorisKustodiev60–thatis,images
of pre-revolutionary lower urban classes and merchants, whose tastes
hadbeencriticisedbyart reformists (includingSmirnovhimself) justa
few years earlier. Openly declaring his intention to amaze the viewer,
Smirnovreferrednottosuperficialeye-catchingdecorationcharacteristic
ofthelatenineteenth-centuryRussiancommercialproductionofgoods,
but to the traditions of peasant art: ‘Amazement is the folk principle.
Takeeverythingfromfairytalestoceramicsandglassware:alltheseaim
to amaze. This is what an artist should provide … Where amazement
appears, art begins.’61 As is clear from Smirnov’s later writing, these
ideaswereinfluencedbytheconceptofdefamiliarisation,famouslydevel-
opedbyliterarytheoristViktorShklovskyin1916.FollowingShklovsky,
Smirnovsawadesigner’staskastodisrupttheautomatismofeveryday
actionsbydefamiliarisinghabitualformsandinspiringpeopletoreflect
ontheirdaily lives,tothinkcreatively.62Thus,Smirnovclaimedthathe
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couldnot imaginea viewerwhocouldperceivehisdecorativeworkas
‘realteapots’.63

However,whenthe‘TeaCouple’wasshownataMoscowexhibition
in summer1966, someviewers andcritics saw it as amockeryof real
teapots.Primarilythiswasduetothesolderedlids.Thisseeminglytrivial
detail producedheatedprofessionaldebatesandcanbeconsideredan
emblem of neodecorativism. The ‘Tea Couple’ was definitely a far cry
from the ergonomic andhighly functional teapotsdesigned atVNIITE:
itwasofnopracticalhelptoaSoviethousewife,but,asSmirnovwould
argue,itwasofimportancetohercriticalthinkingandcreativity.Some
criticised it as a ‘dishonest’ object and as the artist’s evasion of his
duty to ‘serve the people’, but others took it as inspiration to redefine
the concept of function. Among the latter was Makarov, who spoke of
‘spiritual utility’ – quite possibly under the influence of semiotics and
the idea of objects as signifiers rather than just utilitarian things, pro-
motedindesigncirclesbytheliteraryscholarDmitriiSegal.64Makarov’s
argument unfolded as follows: a teapot does not always have to be a
device for tea drinking; it can be, like Smirnov’s, a decorative object
that plays its role in the ‘aesthetic organisationof theobjective-spatial
environment’ and elevates people’s feelings.65 Absurd objects such as
Smirnov’steapots,visibleatall-Unionandlocalexhibitionsbylate1967,
providedanopportunitytobothartistsandviewerstotranscendnarrow
understandingsofutility.Broadlyconceived,utilityrelatestoanartist’s
clear sense of what and for what aim he or she is creating. Moreover,
a contemporary decorative artist should reflect on how else his or her
workcanfunctioninreallifetoday.FromthisMakarovproceededtothe
ideaofdifferentcontextsofuse.Thatis,acupfunctionsdifferentlyata
businessbreakfastthanataweddingceremony;ateapotcanbesimply
putonthetable,butcanalsobe‘solemnlypresented’.Asthefunctionsof
industrialdesignanddecorativeartwerebeingdifferentiated,Makarov
reasoned that the latter tended tocreateobjects forcontemplationand
aestheticpleasure.

Form follows the urge to amaze

Anotherworkthatoutstandinglychallengedthenotionofthe‘honest’and
functionalobjectwas‘Troika’bytheLeningradglassartistIuriiBiakov–
avase,orglass,withnobottom,placedonitsside.Madeoftransparent
colourlessglass,itwasdecoratedwithastylisedimageofthreeharnessed
horses–thetraditionalRussiantroika – throughsandblasting.Shownat
theexhibition‘DecorativeArtoftheUSSR’inMoscowinDecember1968,
thispiece,likeSmirnov’s,provokeddebate.Forexample,it inspiredthe
Leningrad ceramic artist Grigorii Kapelian to formulate the conceptual
deconstructionofanobject:
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if the glass is not for drinking, but for an exhibition, it can be without a bottom. 
In fact, if its original purpose is lost, why should it be a container, even if only 
for emptiness? It can be just a solid glass cylinder. And why necessarily a cyl-
inder, and why necessarily of glass?66

At a time when VNIITE employees, following Western thinkers such as 
Reyner Banham, were discussing the prospects for a synthetic built envi-
ronment, where functions were not tied to particular objects,67 ‘new decor-
ativists’ offered objects that were not tied to particular functions.

To be more precise, neodecorativism also had a moderate version, as 
exemplified by Olshevskii’s work that was discussed by Stepanian. In this 
version, instead of blatant impracticality, artists opted for aesthetisation, or 
ritualisation, of practical functions. For example, tea sets made by the art-
ists of the Leningrad Porcelain Factory, such as Eduard Krimmer, Vladimir 
Gorodetskii, Nina Slavina and others in the late 1960s, could be both func-
tional goods and feasts for the eye. Praising Gorodetskii’s set ‘Blossoming 
Cobalt’, critic Liudmila Kramarenko opined: ‘With this set at home, you can 
specially invite guests for tea, as you do for listening to music or seeing 
a collection of paintings.’ She also emphasised the ‘incomparable joy’ of 
touching a beautifully painted porcelain cup and drinking from it.68 In this 
statement, joy or pleasure – visual and sensual – overshadowed ‘taste’ as 
the major element of socialist consumption and domestic order. However, 

3.3 Iurii Biakov, ‘Troika’, colourless lead glass, sandblasting, depolishing, wood, 1968.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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suchpleasureswouldbeavailableonlyonalimitedscale,asthediscussed
objectswerepredominantlymadebyhandandcouldbeproducedonly
insmallseries–orevenonlyassingleexhibitionitems.However,when
usedinpublicinteriors,theywouldaestheticallyandspirituallyenrichthe
Sovietmaterialenvironment–orsodesignprofessionalsbelieved.

ThemostvividpronouncementofneodecorativisminLeningradglass
isprobablySmirnov’s‘FestiveTable’.Thiswasfirstexhibitedin1967and
isalargecompositionofcoloured,free-blownglass,consistingofmultiple
objects,hardly attributable to customarycategories (plate5).Theartist
explained thisworkasanattempt to ‘create in thehumansoula joyful
senseofafeast’andalsoasasetofcuriosities,alludingtofolkloreimages,
such as a bear, a rooster and various demons, as well as to traditional
vesselsforapeasantfeast.69Whileproducing,asIrinaUvarovanoted,the
overallimpressionofatraditionaltradefair,70‘FestiveTable’canalsobe
seenasa(self-)ironiccommentaryonthemodernurbanite’sfascination
withtraditionandpenchantforspontaneousplayasaretreatfromorder
and rationalism (especially poignant given Smirnov’s position as chief
designer of the Leningrad State Optics Institute). Somewhat poetically,
Makarovcharacterised thisworkas ‘anexpressionof thecontemporary
artist’sviewregardingthenatureofartisticglassthroughtheprismoffolk
understandingofbeauty’.71Inrelationtothereasonablequestionposedby
thepublicandcriticsconcerningtheactualuseofthisartwork,Smirnov
repliedthatheimaginedthe‘FestiveTable’atanorganisationsuchasthe
House of Friendship, for receptions or ceremonial dinners with foreign
guests.Thiswouldberelevant,theartistargued,because‘todaypeople
notonlyintheUSSR,butalsointhewholeworld,demonstratethethirst
for something amazing, expressive and colourful’.72 Obviously, and not
byaccident,Smirnov’sexplanationofthe‘FestiveTable’intheDecember
1969issueofDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR wasimmediatelyfollowedbya
surveyoftheworkoftheItaliandesignerEttoreSottsass,famousforhis
provocativeobjectsthatbetokenedpostmoderndesign.73

Alarge1968exhibition,‘DecorativeArtoftheUSSR’,whereBiakov’s
‘Troika’ instigated a debate, was the triumph of neodecorativism, and
wasattended in largenumbers.74Visitors’ responsesweremixed:some
complainedabout theunavailabilityof theexhibitedcommodities,some
found them unsuitable for daily use; others, on the contrary, praised
their colourfulnessanddiversity, and still otherswantedmore sophisti-
cateddecoration.75Approximatelytwo-thirdsoftheJanuary1969issueof
Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR featuredreviewsofthisexhibitionandreflec-
tionsonnewdirectionsfordecorativeart.Kramarenkopositivelyadmit-
ted thearrivalof ‘aspecialgenreofdecorative-uniqueart’.76Defending
the anti-utilitarianism of recent art, Makarov welcomed the ‘division of
labour’ within Soviet aesthetics and, moreover, ascribed to decorative
arta leading role in thesynthesisbetweenmaterialobjectsand techni-
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calandnaturalenvironments.Heargued: ‘Narrowing itspossibilities in
producingspecificallyutilitarianobjects,sincethistaskhasbeenpartially
transferredto[industrial]design,decorativeartbroadensitsspecialrights
inthesynthesis,thuspressingmonumentalarttofocusoncertainurgent
ideologicaltasks.’77Theconcernwithanewsynthesisbecameapublicly
pronounced justificationofdecorativeartists’existenceasprofessionals
withintheSovietfieldof(cultural)production.

Neodecorativismsignalleddesignprofessionals’disappointmentwith
thepopulistaspirationsoftheKhrushcheveraand,evidently,theirtired-
nesswiththeroleofregulatorsofmasstastesandconsumptionpatterns.
Turning from regulation to reflection, decorative artists broadened the
bordersofgoodtaste,andreconsideredtherelationshipbetweenpeople
and things in the age of people’s growing dependence on machines.
However, these artists also marked a new social distinction based on
post-functionalistaesthetics–adistinctionnotonlyfromtheircolleagues
intheVNIITEsystembutalsofrommassconsumers,whoonlyhadalim-
itedchancetoexperiencethe‘spiritualusefulness’ofuniqueconceptual
objects at art exhibitions or in public buildings. One can presume that
neodecorativistobjectswereproducedmorefortheirauthors’colleagues
thanfor‘thepeople’.Neodecorativismwasprobablymoreaboutsymbolic
andeconomicredistributionintheSovietfieldofartisticproductionthan
aboutbringingamazementandjoytopeople’slivesorachievingahappy
synthesisofthebuiltandnaturalenvironment.

However,thepractitionersofneodecorativismhopedforanimpacton
theviewer/consumer.Attheendof1960,repudiatingsomecritics’alarm
about the crisis of Soviet decorative art, Smirnov maintained that true
rationalityisinseparablefromemotionaleffectiveness: ‘todayweshould
not“apply”emotionstotherational;weshouldworkinsuchawaythatthe
rationalbecomesorganicallyemotional.Thisisahumanneed,ahuman
essence.’78Almostayearlater,Smirnovexplainedinhisinterviewwiththe
secretaryoftheadministrationoftheArtists’UnionoftheUSSR, Leonid
Karateev, that the meaning of his composition ‘Man, Horse, Dog and
Bird’wasaninvitationtocontemplatetheexistentialpositionofamodern
humanbeingvis-à-visnature,expressedthroughthecombinationoftrans-
parentandgroundsurfacesanddifferentshapesandvolumes(plate6).He
concluded:

Iofferavieweraworkofart,notacommodity, that is, Iwant tobringthe
viewer to the stateof anon-consumerist attitude to it. Iwant tomakehim
divergefromtheperceptionoftheformofausefulobjectandpresentitasan
objectofadvancedemotion.Iintroducethisformintothecircleofthevalues
ofartwork,notthevaluesofeverydaylifeobjects.79

Fromthisperspective,neodecorativismseemslikeanew,post-constructivist
attempt tocreateanalternative toacapitalistcommodity inspiteof the
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stubbornnessofSovietindustry:anaffectiveobject,notreproducibleona
massscale,butresponsivetopeople’slongingforbeautyandamazement.

Conclusion

Theavant-gardistslogan‘ArtintoLife’,instrumentalisedinKhrushchev’s
campaigntomodernisethematerialenvironment,wasreconsideredafter
hisremovalfrompower.However,ratherthanjustapassivereflectionof
thecourseofthestateideology,thisreconsiderationdemonstratedtheart-
ists’urgetodiversifytheircreativeandprofessionaloptions.Ratherthan
being theParty’s tool formitigatingconsumer frustrationandbreeding
nationalistmoods,asChernyshova’sanalysissuggests,Sovietdecorative
artinthelate1960sbecameaforumforcommentariesonthefundamental
challenges of Soviet modernity. These challenges included the place of
individuality intheworldofuniformmassproductionandconsumption,
the fateof traditionalcrafts inan industrialage, theroleofdiverse folk
motifs in Soviet cultural internationalism and the meaning of sincerity
andemotionalconnectioninasocialistsocietyguidedbyPartydogmas.
WorkingwithintheframeworkofSovietinstitutionsandpolicyguidelines,
decorativeartistsandcriticsofthe1960sadvocatedforthepersonalfree-
domofartistsandofordinarypeoplewithoutexplicitly resorting to the
languageofhumanrightsandcivilsociety.80Simultaneously,theresortto
playandspontaneousexpressionasameansofhandlingrecentsocialand
political traumasandthecurrentpressureofmodernrationalismunited
Soviet decorative artists with post-war designers and architects across
theglobe.81Thus,neodecorativismwasaresponsetoboththeSovietand
theglobalsituationregardingartandpolitics.
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4
From objects to design programmes

Just as neodecorativism was generating the idea of a spiritually useful
object,itsleadingproponent,BorisSmirnov,publishedhissuccinctArtist 
on the Nature of Things.1Itstitlealludestothefirst-centuryBCEpoemDe 
rerum naturabytheRomanpoetandphilosopherLucretius.Inthebook
Smirnovdiscussed the traditions, techniquesandsymbolicmeaningsof
thedesignofconsumerobjects.Inessence,itwasaworkofprofessional
self-reflection.Smirnovpaidspecialattentiontotheemergenceofanew
object,whichhedescribedas

a complex creative-industrial [tvorcheski-proizvodstvennyi] process involving
differentspecialists:scientists,engineersandartists.Theartist’sroleinthis
processisverylarge.He2devisesatonceanobjectitselfandthewayitcan
be used. An artist is a director [rezhisser] of the object’s consumption; he
organisestherelationshipbetweenauserandanobjectand,onthisbasis,he
definesitsplaceandspecificityamongotherobjects,itsconsumerqualities.
An artist shouldbebroad-minded, cultured inhis approach to a consumer
object,whateverthepurposeofthisobjectis,andhoweversmallandinsignif-
icantitmayseem.3

Althoughheusedtheterm‘artist’,Smirnovwasinfactdescribingthework
ofadesigner.HisdescriptionbearsasimilaritytothestatementoftheFirst
CongressofICSID,heldinStockholmin1959,whichdefinedanindustrial
designeras‘onewhoisqualifiedbytraining,technicalknowledge,experi-
enceandvisualsensibilitytodeterminethematerials,mechanisms,shape,
colour,surfacefinishesanddecorationofobjects…’4LiketheICSIDdefi-
nition,Smirnov’spassagereferstotheprocessofdefiningthequalitiesof
objectsonthebasisofbroadknowledge.

There is, however, an important distinction between Smirnov’s and
theICSID’sdefinitionsifweconsidertheendingofthelatter:‘…objects,
whicharereproducedinquantitybyindustrialprocesses’.5Smirnovdoes
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notspecifyanysuchscopeormodeofproduction.Hisunderstandingofa
consumerobjectincludesbothmass-producedandunique/limited-edition
artefacts, such as, for example, his ‘Tea Couple’. Even though Smirnov
mentionsindustrialproductioninhisbook,whatinterestshimmostisnot
mass reproducibility, but the relationships between different consumer
objectsandbetweenobjectsandtheirusers.Whiletheoristsofproductiv-
ismpresentedtheartistasanorganiserofbothproductionandeveryday
life,6 Smirnov believed that the artist, though educated in technology,
should delegate nuts-and-bolts questions to engineers and technicians
and concentrate instead on foreseeing possible consumption scenarios.
It is not by accident that he uses the term rezhisser – ‘film or theatre
director’–todescribetheartist’sroleinimprovingconsumerculture.His
visionoftheartist/designerdirectingconsumptionrecallsa1957lecture
byAleksandrChekalovregardingvibrancyinappliedart:Chekalovargued
thatanappliedartistmustberesponsiblefor‘thewholesphereofactivity’
relatedtoanobject.7However,Smirnov,whocombinedtheskillsofaglass
artistandadesignerofopticaltools,wasdefinitelyawareofthegrowing
tendencyofSovietindustrialdesigners(stillcalled‘artist-engineers’,khu-
dozhniki-konstruktory) to think in terms of equipment and environment
ratherthanintermsofseparateobjects.

ThistendencyofSovietindustrialdesignersmanifestedina1970col-
lectionofreportsonVNIITEresearchrelatingtodomesticobjects,char-
acteristically titled ‘Artistic Engineering of Everyday Equipment’. In the
openingarticle,designersAleksandrRiabushinandElenaShemshurina,
togetherwithVNIITEdirector Iurii Soloviev, describedamodernhome
as ‘a complex system, resulting from the labour of different specialists
– architects, artists[-engineers], media and communication workers,
mechanicalengineers,workersoflightandwoodworkingindustries,and
soon’.8Designwasnotonlyrecognisedasacomplexactivityinsteadof
amodernisedappliedart,buttheproductofdesignappearedmorecom-
plex than just theobject itself.Whileneodecorativistscomplicated their
handmadesingularorsmall-editionobjectsbyembeddingtheminaweb
ofsymbolicmeanings,VNIITEdesignersincreasinglysawobjectsasbeing
elementsof‘equipment’and‘furnishings’.

Thisnewvisionreliedonboththelegacyofproductivismandthecon-
temporarywesternEuropeanshift towardsmetadesign (theapproach to
eachindustriallyproducedobjectas‘apartofthesamecombinatorial,com-
mutativemilieu’).9Sovietdesignersreconceptualisedconsumerobjectsas
tools, or props, of everyday activities. As Tom Cubbin demonstrated in
hisarticleontheSovietdesignofdomesticequipment,10thisconceptual
movewasinspiredbythewritingsofthephilosopherKarlKantor,headof
thelaboratoryoftechnicalaestheticsatVNIITE.Kantordrewinspiration
fromaparticularlineofproductivistthinkingofthe1920sthatanticipated
thedisappearanceofsingularobjectsandtheirreplacementbydifferent
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kindsofintegralequipment:‘materialinstallations’(theconceptofBoris
Kushner)11 or ‘unembodied energy’ (as noted by Nikolai Tarabukin).12
Discussing Kushner’s concept of ‘material installation’, Kantor believed
in the ‘death of an object’ in the communist future, when commodity
relationswoulddisappearaltogetherandpeoplewouldhavethepossibil-
ity of satisfying their needs without using objects. Material installation,
for Kantor, is a dynamic system that takes diverse forms and satisfies
continuouslychangingneeds.Kantorviewedtheprojectsforcollapsible
furniture,developedbySovietdesignersinthe1960s,asasteptowards
such‘materialinstallations’.13However,thefinalgoalofSovietdesigners
shouldbetheovercomingofobjects–razveshchestvlennie,whichCubbin
aptlytranslatedas‘de-artefactualisation’.14Shiftingfromobjectsto‘mate-
rialinstallations’wouldeventuallyleadto‘total’designthatleftnoroom
forirrationalconsumerdesiresandthefetishisationofobjects.Whilethis
idea, shared by Kantor and his colleagues Riabushin, Rozenblium, the
architectViacheslavLoktevandothers,seemstoalignwiththeplanned
economy and ideological dictates of the Party, it also incorporated ele-
mentsofdiversityandplaydue to thedynamiccharacterof this future,
de-artefactualisedmaterialculture,reminiscentofthethenpopularwest-
ernNewLeftcritiqueofdesignandurbanplanning.15

However, while VNIITE developed clever predictions regarding the
futureofde-artefactualisation,millionsofSovietpeoplestillneededchairs
andplates,refrigeratorsandvacuumcleaners,radiosandTVsetstoensure
thattheireverydaylivesweremodernandsatisfying.Whatpracticalmeas-
urescoulddesignerstaketomeettheneedsofSovietpeoplewhosecon-
sumerchoicesweregrowingincreasinglydiscerningandwhowerehardly
dreamingofade-artefactualisedbravenewworld?16Thischapterscruti-
nisesconcreteprojectsforthemodernSoviethome,developedatVNIITE
throughoutthe1970s–early1980s.Itexaminesthedifferentmethodsthat
designersusedtoovercomethenarrowfocusonasingularobjectinorder
toprogresstowards‘totaldesign’.

Ideal objects

In the 1960s VNIITE was preoccupied with developing evaluation cri-
teria and methodologies for design processes. Household objects were
thefirstitemontheagenda:from1965to1966,incooperationwiththe
DesignInstituteofPoland,VNIITEconductedresearchonthecontempo-
rarystandardsofdomestic spaceand furnishing fordifferentconsumer
groups,andonconsumerrequirementsfordifferentcategoriesofgoods.
This research was related to the development of typologies for house-
hold objects in new, prefabricated flats that I discussed in Chapter 2.
Altogether, these activities were aimed at preparing a solid ground for
workunder contractswith industries. In1970VNIITEpublishedafinal
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report containing detailed descriptions of typologies (nomenklatura) for
differentfunctionalzones(kitchen,bathroom,etc.)andtypesofequipment
(forexample,storageunits,radioequipment).17Thereportsuggestedthat
bythestartof thenextdecade,VNIITEwouldfinaliseanoptimal typol-
ogyforalldomesticgoods,thusachievingaperfectorderofthings.The
designers could now concentrate on prototypes for concrete household
objects – the domain of VNIITE Department No. 8, ‘consumer product
design’.18Threeconsumerobjects,designedbythisdepartmentatthree
differentpointsinthe1970s,illustratetheevolvingidealofanobjectfor
educatedanddiscerningSovietconsumers.

Vitiaz’ alarm clock, 1972

One of the first practical designs emerged from Department No. 8 in
1972:anewalarmclockmodel.Accordingtotheclassificationofhouse-
holdgoodsinSoviettrade,alltypesofclocksbelongedtothecategoryof
kul’ttovary (‘culturalgoods’),togetherwithradios,photoandmoviecam-
eras,stationeryandtoys.19Thetwinpracticalandsymbolicfunctionsofa
clockinmodernurbansocietyhadbeencleartoBolshevikleadersfrom
thestartoftheirpowerandwasinstrumentalisedbythe1920smovement
forthescientificorganisationoflabour.20Oneprominentparticipantinthis
movement,journalistandcriticPlatonKerzhentsev,wasconcernedwith
thelackofefficiencyatworkandindailylife.Hedescribedtimeasacom-
moditythatforeignerslearnedtorevere,butthatRussianskeptdisregard-
ingandmisusing.TheLeagueofTimethatheestablishedin1923notonly
engagedinfightinglateness,needlessmeetingsandexcessivespeeches,
butalso in the rationalisationofworking,publicanddomestic space in
ordertoreduceunnecessarymovement.21SomeLeagueofTimemembers
woreoversizedwatchesas theiremblem;RichardStitescomments that
itwasapoignantchoiceinacountrywherelessthanamillionwatches
and clocks were produced in 1928. Watches as a symbol of modernity
emergedinafamous1923posterbyRodchenkoandMayakovsky,adver-
tisingtheproductionofaRussian-SwissfirmMoser.Theposterdisplaysa
humanfigurecombinedfromdifferent-sizedtimepiecesanddeclaresthat
‘Apersonmusthaveawatch’.22

Beginninginthe1930s,whenallSovietclockworkshopswereconsol-
idatedintoseveralbigfactoriesandultimatelyunitedinatrust,timekeep-
ingdevicesprimarilyservedtheneedsoftherailwaysandtheRedArmy;
needs that became even more pressing during the Second World War.
Afterthewar,Sovietfactoriesgraduallyestablishedthemassproduction
ofwatchesandclocks forordinaryconsumersrather than just forhigh-
rankingmilitarymen.In1965theUSSRproduced30millionhigh-quality
wristwatches.23A1967 textbook forvocational schoolsclaimed that the
USSR was second in the world after Switzerland in the production of
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complexandhigh-qualitytimepieces,‘leavingWestGermany,Japan,the
US and England behind’.24 By the early 1970s the USSR had achieved
theproductionofover40milliontimepiecesof80engineeringtypesand
1,800modificationsofexternalformperyear.25

Theaestheticturn,emerginginthemid-1950s,immediatelyaffected
the watch industry. Timepieces entered the category of ‘decorative-
applied art’. In 1954 the Research Institute of the Time Measurement
Industry (NIICHASPROM) asked the administration of the Mukhina
School to include the design of clocks and watches in the topics for
diploma projects in the departments of carpentry, glassmaking, metal-
work and ceramics; projects that would later be used to develop new
brands.26 The aesthetic turn revived the 1920s campaign to rationalise
everydaylife,includingtimemeasurement.Watchesandclocksbecame
essentialelementsofmodernSovietflatsasimaginedbyplanners,engi-
neersanddesigners.Thenewlyestablisheddesignservicesatwatchand
clockfactoriespresented‘honestobjects’ofstrict,expressivelyfunctional
formandminimaldecoration.Tableclocksfromtheearlyandmid-1960s
typicallyimitatedhomeelectronicsthat,inturn,resembledmodularfur-
niture, while wall clocks from this period often had plastic cases with
sharp,asymmetrical,geometricshapesandsimplecombinationsofcol-
ours (mostlyblackandwhite).Apparently,modernSovietclockswould
suit oneof twohomearrangementprinciples,highlightedby the critic
Piletskiiin1964.Theywouldeitherintegrateintoarhythmicalstructure
ofhomefurnishingorpresentastrikingcontrasttoit.27Bothprinciples,
however,negatedthepredominantlydecorativemeaningoftheclockin
thehome,characteristicofthelateStalinera.Thedesignerandcollec-
torofSovietobjectsAzatRomanovexplains thisnegation through two
items from his impressive collection of Soviet objects: the table clock
Vesna,producedin1963bytheVladimirclockfactory(plate7);andthe
wallclockIantar’fromthesameyear,aproductoftheOrelclockfactory
(plate8).

ThecaseofthetableclockVesnaintheshapeofanirregulartrapeziumlooks
as if it isdeclaring that thephilistineattitude towardsclocksas lavishdec-
orationfor furniturehasendedandanewtimehasarrived.Thetriangleof
thewallclockIantar’bytheOrelclockfactorymarkedlydiffersfromold-time
woodencases;itisdevoidof‘excessive’detailslikecontinuousnumberingon
theclockface.Twelvewirestripesandthreedigitsarenowenoughtotellthe
time:nothingextraneous!28

Both items would ideally fit a living room, study or bedroom in a new
prefabricatedflat.TheasymmetryofVesnacouldrhymewiththeirregular
trapezoidshapeoftheradio-receiverMoskvich,alsoissuedin1963bythe
MoscowAerophonefactory(plate9).ThetriangularblackcaseofIantar’
wouldbebalancedbyanobjectofappliedart:forexample,byaminimalist
blackporcelainvaseproducedintheearly1960satLeningradPorcelain

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   122 20/01/2020   11:10



 From objects to design programmes 123

FactoryafterthedesignofAnnaLeporskaia,a‘veteran’oftheavant-garde
(plate10).

For Riabushin and his colleagues at Department No. 8 in VNIITE,
dedicatedto‘orderingtheeverydayenvironmentingeneral’,29designing
clocks was an opportunity to express a rationalised daily routine. After
beingcommissionedtodesignanewmodelofalarmclockfortheRostov
clockfactory,DepartmentNo.8chosesimplificationofuseastheguiding
designprinciple.30TheRostovclockfactory,foundedin1955inRostov-on-
Doninsouth-easternRussia,specialisedinthealarmclockbrandVitiaz’.
Its1972contractwithVNIITErequiredthatthedesigncorrespondtothe
factory’smaterialsandtechnologyandtheguaranteedpatentclearancein
theUS,Switzerland,JapanandYugoslavia.Thedesignteam,includingthe
headsofDepartmentNo.8BorisNeshumov,RiabushinandA.Kholodkov,
assisted by engineer A. Sergeev, proposed two variations of the alarm
clock’sexternaldesign:

A abrightlycolouredcaseofsphericalshaperotatablearoundaver-
ticalaxis;

B awhitecaseofhorseshoeshape.

Bothmodelscouldbeproducedfrompolystyrenebyaninjectionmould-
ingmachineorstampedfromasheetofsteelandthenpainted;theclock
face’scoveringandhandswouldbepolystyrene(transparentandblack/
white,respectively)withwindingknobsofchromium-platedsteel.

Inbothdesigns,theinfluenceofSwissdesignerMaxBill,therector
oftheUlmInstituteofDesign,isevident.Hewasaproponentofthe‘good
form’concept,ascience-based,sociallyresponsibledesignthatinformed
muchof thedevelopmentofSoviet technicalaesthetics.Billdesigneda
seriesofwhite tableandkitchenclocks for theWestGermanmanufac-
turerJunghans,whichbecameclassicsofmid-centurydesign.31However,
thenewVitiaz’variantsweredevelopednotonlyasanadaptationofthe
famousSwissdesigns,butalsoasaresponsetotheflawsoftheirSoviet
predecessors. Both A and B models showcased how the level of detail
hadbeenreducedtoenablemoreimmediatecomprehension,crucialfor
apersonwhohasonlyjustwokenup.Thedesignsrequiredthereplace-
mentofanalarmhandwithadialintheformofanorbitaroundtheclock
face.InmodelA,thealarmdialisrecessedinrelationtotheface,whilein
modelBthedialandthefaceareseparatedbyachromium-platedmetal
ring.Thedesignteambelievedthatthissolutionprecludedtheprevious
confusionthatoftenoccurredbetweenhourandalarmhands:‘Onemainly
usesanalarmclockasaregularclock,andoneusesthealarmhandonly
whensettingthealarm.Whenthealarmrings,thishandisobscuredby
thehourhand.Inthenewmodels,westressthemainfunctionoftheclock
face:indicationoftime.’32Therefore,ratherthanstressingthedisciplinary
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function of an alarm clock – waking a user up for a working day and thus 
facilitating work discipline in the spirit of the 1920s League of Time – the 
VNIITE team minimised this function visually and spatially. Alternatively, 
one can see this design as increasing the functional capacity of an object, 
precluding its periodical function (a morning alarm) from limiting its use-
fulness as an instant time-measurement device.

The new Vitiaz’ also promised functional convenience: its handles 
for time and alarm setting were knurled knobs, while the winding knobs 
were trapezoid. Instead of pictograms, typical of the control panels of 
Soviet clocks, this model had typographic labels. This was due to a recent 

4.1 A. Kholodkov et al., model of alarm clock Vitiaz’ for Rostov clock factory, variant A, 1972.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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consumer poll that showed the frequent difficulties users encountered in 
comprehending pictogram indicators on clocks’ control panels, even after 
prolonged use. In model A, the control panel was protected by a dome 
of transparent polystyrene, whereas the horseshoe shape of the model B 
clock guaranteed steadiness. This aspect was crucial in the event of the 
user switching off the alarm while half asleep, which is often done in the 
dark by touch. As such, the 1972 Vitiaz’ appeared user-friendly both in 
terms of comprehensibility and handiness, demonstrating the important 
role of ergonomics in VNIITE’s theoretical and practical activity.33 User-
friendliness was the ideal object–person relationship, which, according 
to the VNIITE system of quality evaluation from 1967, constituted a key 
part of the operational aspect of quality.34 The system notably included 
an object–environment relationship as another component of the opera-
tional criterion. The alarm clock designers also considered this problem, 
at least in model A: the bright colour of the case distinguishes the clock in 
the interior as a mobile object, not fixed to a permanent place. As for the 
aesthetic aspect of quality, the designers treated the shape and physical 

4.2 A. Kholodkov et al., model of alarm clock Vitiaz’ for Rostov clock factory, variant B, 1972.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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qualities of the material as signifiers of an object’s vulnerable position vis-
à-vis the user: ‘the round case of model A with a transparent dome over 
the control panel metaphorically expresses the character of the clock as a 
fragile and subtle mechanism.’35 This appearance, the designers believed, 
would encourage users to handle the clock carefully. For model B, in 
contrast, the stable horseshoe shape made the object seem durable and 
steady even to not-quite-conscious users who had not fully awoken. Thus, 
by the means of design, Department No. 8 offered two modes of object–
user interaction. In both cases, the designers downplayed the signification 

4.3 A. Kholodkov et al., model of alarm clock Vitiaz’ for Rostov clock factory, variant A, control 
panel, 1972.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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ofanalarmclockasadiscipliningtool.Instead,anewVitiaz’wouldenter
aSoviethomeeitherasasubtlereminder,throughitsmateriality,ofthe
fragilityandthushighvalueoftime,orasareliableguardianofdailyrou-
tine.AreadingofBill’s1956–57kitchenclockbyMoMAcuratorPamela
Popesonexplainstheaspirationofthe1972Vitiaz’designers:

itisincharge,youjustknowitis.Youcanfeelit,andnotbecauseitthrows
itsweightaround—no,notatall.Itdoesn’thaveto.Ithangsupthere,inits
splendour, in itsquietunderstatedelegance,tickingaway,steadyandsure,
keepingandmarkingtime,anidealexampleofperfectformandmoralpur-
posethoughdesign.36

OKA-USh refrigerator, 1973–74

Sincetheunfoldingoftheaestheticturn,itsproponentshaveviewedthe
refrigerator as an exemplary modern object. ‘Along with the excellent
refrigeratorsandTVsetsofmodernformsthatcanbeautifyanyflat,[our
industry] forces horrible nickel-plated beds with decorative knobs and
stylelessottomansintoourdailylife’,complainedtheartcriticVirkoBlek
ina1957article.37Inthesameyear,Novye Tovary (New Goods),thebul-
letinoftheAll-UnionPermanentPavilionofthebestmodelsofconsumer
goods,38introducedtwonewmodelsofdomesticrefrigerators,including
Oka,producedbytheMurommachine-buildingfactory(thebrandname
comesfromtheriverbywhichthecityislocated).Thearticlearguedthat
thisnewcompressor-typerefrigerator‘attractsusfirstofallbyitsbeau-
tifulinternalandexternalfinishing’andlisteditsconveniences,suchasa
capacityof125 litres,numerousshelves (includingdoorshelves, ‘deco-
ratedwithstripesofanodisedaluminium’)andaseparatefreezerof18.5
litres.Theillustrationtothisentryshowsahousewifeamazedattheview
ofanewfridge,proudlyopenedbyherhusband.39

Refrigeratorsattractedmuchattentionfromeconomistsandartcritics
alikeduetothecentralityofthekitchenasamid-centurysiteofscientific
modernisation.40Sovietofficials’interestinmodernkitchenanddomestic
appliances began in the mid-1950s and culminated in the famous dis-
playoftheall-electricGEkitchenattheAmericanNationalExhibitionin
Moscow in 1959; the kitchen included a refrigerator-freezer.41 Aiming
to‘catchupandovertake’theUSintheproductionofhomeappliances,
the USSR exponentially increased the production of refrigerators over
a decade: it produced approximately 529,000 in 1960 compared to a
mere1,200in1950,49,200in1953and151,000in1955.42By1964this
numberhadincreasedtoroughly1.7million,andbytheendoftheeighth
Five-YearPlan(1966–70),4.17millionrefrigeratorshadbeenproduced43
(thoughlessthantheplannednumber–5.3–5.6million).44Citingthedata
ofVNIIKS(ResearchInstituteforConsumerOpinion),NataliaChernyshova
notesthegrowingavailabilityoftheappliance:‘Ahumble17percentcould
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keeptheirfoodfreshinarefrigeratorin1965,butintheearly1980ssome
familiescouldevenboastofhavingtwofridges.’45Chernyshovawarnsthe
readeragainsttakingthesenumbersasanindicationofagreatSovietlag
behindtheWest,asAmerican-sponsoredmassconsumptionwasanovelty
inWesternEuropeandpost-warstatisticsonelectricalapplianceowner-
shipinthecountriesundertheMarshallPlanwerenotveryhigheither.46
RefrigeratorsdidnotbecomeindispensableinWesternEuropeankitchens
until the1960s.EvenintheUS,afridgeonlybecameahomenecessity
ratherthanaluxuryin1960,asHelenPeavittdemonstratesinherrecent
study.47

AswastypicalfortheSovietconsumergoodsindustry,theproblem
withrefrigeratorproductionwasnotsomuchquantityasquality.Asthe
employeesofVNIITE’sdepartmentofsocial-economicresearchexplained
in1965,theinitialsaturationofthedomesticmarketbytheincreasedpro-
ductionofhouseholdappliances,whenthemarket ‘absorbedtheentire
output’,stimulatedfurtherproductionofthesamemodelswhileobscur-
ingtheneedfordiversity.Thisdynamiceventuallyledtotheproduction
of specific models beyond demand: consumers observed many similar,
low-qualitygoodsofdifferentbrandsproducedbymultiplefactories(in
thecaseofrefrigerators,thirty-fourbrandswereproducedbytwenty-six
factoriesin1965),butcouldnotobtainmodelssuitablefortheirspecific
purposes.ThislackofoptimalvarietiesofconsumergoodswasVNIITE’s
centralconcernfromthestart,asdiscussedinChapter2.Inthecaseof
refrigerators, it meant the predominance of free-standing tall refriger-
ators (‘cabinet refrigerators’, in Soviet terminology) at the expense of
variousmini-(wall-hung,table-topandtable-height)andbuilt-infridges.
Soviet factories only produced a few models of table-height fridges. A
wall-hungfridgewas issuedsolelybytheCouncilofPeople’sEconomy
inRiga,andeven thatwas toobulky forprefabkitchens; table-topand
built-infridgeswerecompletelyabsentfromproduction.Theresponses
to the VNIITE consumer opinion poll, published in June 1965 in the
newspaper Nedelia (Weekly), showed the significant demand for pre-
ciselythosefridgetypesthattheindustrykeptignoring.Thechangein
demographictrendsandlifestylesincreasedthedemandforrefrigerator
types thatdiffered from the ‘cabinet’: forexample, thedecrease in the
average family size, coupled with the growing public enthusiasm for
hikingandautomobiletourism,raisedthedemandforcompacttable-top
refrigerators.While thedemand forhigh-capacity refrigeratorsgrew in
theUSandWesternEurope,suchmodelswereunsuitableforthesmall
kitchensofSovietprefabricatedflats.Theyalsodidnotcorrespondtothe
modularstructure thatwasestablished in theSoviet furniture industry.
In addition, Soviet refrigerators had a greater weight per volume and
mostlylackedtemperatureregulators,door-openingpedals,auto-defrost
andmoveableshelves.Moreover, theyoftenhad technicaldeficiencies.
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However,astheVNIITEresearchersbitterlyadmitted,Sovietconsumers
wereforgiving:theysimplyhadnochoicebuttobuyimperfectmodels.
Furthermore, they were barely familiar with the Western diversity of
refrigerator types and thus had no opportunity to make a comparison.
Lacking alternatives, individuals were happy to purchase inconvenient
andoversizedfridges.48

Afterhalfadecadeofdiscussingtheseproblems,theindustrybegan
to take steps towards improving the diversity of household appliances.
For example, the Leningrad branch of VNIITE (LF VNIITE) designed a
fridgebarfortheLeningradAssociationofMechanicalEngineeringand
Production of Electronic Devices (Lenmashelektropribor) in 1972. The
artistic-technicalcouncilofLFVNIITE,whichincludedVNIITEdesigners
andrepresentativesoftheclient,notedthehighqualityofthemodelbut
suggestedreducingitsheight,includingadditionalshelvesandstrength-
eningthestylisticunityoftheexternalform.Theinitialplanforinternal
neon lighting had to be abandoned in favour of an incandescent lamp
becauseofthelackofnecessaryequipmentinproduction.49

Ayearlater,DepartmentNo.8atthecentralVNIITEworkedontwo
modelsof theOka-UShelectric refrigeratorbrandoncommission from
theOrdzhonikidzeMachineEngineeringfactoryinMurom.50Thisfactory
initiallyproducedmilitaryand industrialequipmentbutbegan thepro-
ductionofhouseholdappliancesaftertheSecondWorldWar.(Producing
domestic goods in armaments and car factories was a common prac-
tice in theUSSR,butnot auniquelySoviet one.For example,General
Motors owned the famous American refrigerator-producing company
Frigidairefrom1919to1979.)51In1974thedesignersValeriiIabrovand
VladimirRezvinpresentedthetwomodelsaspartofauniversalsystem
ofrefrigeratortypesthatcouldsatisfydiverseneeds.Thesystemwould
bebasedonthecombinationofdifferent-sizecompartments,composed
of panels filled with polyurethane foam. Both models were full-height
and two-compartment,accommodating275and350 litres respectively.
In both models, the upper compartment could work both as a freezer
andaregularrefrigeratingunit,whereasthelower,largercompartment
operatedattemperaturesabove0°Candwasmeantonlyforshort-term
storage. The lower compartment included airtight containers for food-
stuffsrequiringlowhumidity,suchasfruit,vegetablesandunpackaged
products,andahumidityaccumulatortoabsorbexcessivemoisture.The
controlpanelwaslocatedattheendofthefridge’stoppanel,abovethe
uppercompartment’sdoor,supposedlyateye-levelwiththetallestfamily
member. It included a temperature switch and thawing indicator that
wouldsignalamalfunction.

For furtheruser-friendliness, thedesignersofferedverticaldivision
ofbothcompartmentsintotwozones:totheleft,awiderzonewithcan-
tileveredmoveable traysandshelves,ninealtogether,and to the right,
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anarrowerzonewithcantilevershelves forstoring three-litre jarswith
homemadepreservesandjamsfromtheproduceofex-urbanvegetable
plotsorcountrysidehouseholds,sentbyrelativesfromthecountry.Such
adivisionreflectsthetypicalSoviethabitofusinghomemadepreserves
to compensate for food shortages (still prevalent in the 1970s beyond
bigurbancentres).Inaddition,manypeoplepreferredhomemadepick-
lesor jams to thoseavailable instores.However,as theVNIITEreport
observed,preserveswererarelyused,mostlybeingconsumedatspecial
family dinners, and therefore it was logical to spatially separate them
fromthedailyusedfoodstuffs.Theshelvesinthetwozonesdifferedin
height,producingastaircasestructure:theideawaspresumablytoavoid
the impression of overcrowding and to smartly distribute the weight
of the contents. Additionally, the door shelves would store cheese and
butter.

Indesigningtheexternalformoftheirrefrigerator,IabrovandRezvin
didnotfollowthevisionofanimmaculatelywhiterefrigeratorasasymbol
of perfect domestic hygiene, as popularised by Raymond Loewy in the
1930s.52Instead,theydrewupontworecentWesterntrends.Thefirst,the
colour-coordinatedkitchenof the1960s,wasused fora275-litre fridge
model. The second trend, the imitation of wooden furniture in kitchen
equipmentthatwasgainingprominenceinthe1970s,informedthedesign
ofa350-litrerefrigerator.Inthefirstinstance,Sovietdesignersfollowed
theexampleoftheAmericanandWesternEuropeanrefrigeratormanufac-
turerswhocreatedrangesof‘fashionablecolours’thankstoenamelpaints
byDuPont.TheVNIITEdesignreportincludedatableofcoloursforthe
fridge’ssmoothsidewallsanddoors.These,togetherwithsculptureddoor
handles,weresupposedtoproduceamodernexpressiveobjectthatwould
proudlyreplacethemonotonousandclumsySovietfridges.Inthesecond
instance, the report carefully admitted that the model’s outer appear-
ance‘somewhatdiffersfromatraditional,commonlyacceptedvisionofa
fridge’,becauseitsdoorwasfinishedwithasyntheticskinimitatingthe
texture of wood, while its long horizontal metal handles and side walls
werecoatedwithleather-imitatingsynthetics.53

If the smaller Oka-USh model demonstrated a belated catching-up
withWesternproductdesigninthe1960s,thelargermodelproudlydis-
playedhowcutting-edgeSovietkitchentechnologywas.Informandstyle,
thelargermodelsharedclearconnectionswithAmericanrefrigeratorsof
thesameperiod.PeavittsummariseshowopulentAmericanfridgeadver-
tisementsofthe1970sand1980swere:‘youcouldbuya“sapelewood”
finishTricityora“Copperline”Electrolux,whose“gleaming‘copper-tone’
exteriorsandshiningtrims”were“beautifullyappointed”tocompletethe
dreamkitchen’.54TheVNIITEreportspeaksofthesamenew,international
trend:‘Recentlythedesignofhouseholdappliancesandinteriorsofkitch-
ensandbathroomshasapproachedthedecisiveturnfrompronouncedly
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4.4 Vladimir Rezvin et al., model of the refrigerator OKA-USh with a capacity of 275 litres, 
interior view, 1974.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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rational, strict and technological solutions to softer, more humane ones. 
This has led to a widespread use (or imitation) of natural materials such as 
wood, leather, copper, etc.’55 Ten years previously, such imitation would 
have been an example of kitsch for the advocates of the aesthetic turn 

4.5 Vladimir Rezvin et al., model of the refrigerator OKA-USh with a capacity of 275 litres, 
general view, 1974.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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4.6 Vladimir Rezvin et al., model of the refrigerator OKA-USh with a capacity of 350 litres, 
general view, 1974.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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(recall Piletskii’s 1964 article criticising electronic appliances that imi-
tatedfurniture).56SovietdesignersnowexplicitlypresentedthenewOka
fridgeasfree-standingratherthanbuilt-inand‘similartofurnitureinits
character’.57However,ifafridgeimitatinganexpensivecupboardwould
offendaSovietmodernistasadeceitfulobjectin1964,itappearedtobe
‘humane’bythe1970s–intunenotonlywithWesterndesigntrends,but
alsowiththediscussionof‘spiritualutility’provokedbyneodecorativism
inthedecorativeartsthatwasspreadingtothelargercommunityofart
anddesignprofessionals.

TheinteriorofthenewOkafridge,however,wouldsurprisethefirst-
timeuserwithbrightyellowandorangepanels:‘suchacontrastingcombi-
nationofexternalandinternalvolumesproduceacertainsurpriseeffect’.
Theinterplaybetweenthecosyfamiliarityofacupboard-likeappearance
and the strikingbrightnessof its internalwallswasmeant to introduce
diversityintotheSovietorderofthings.Thetwo-versiondesignoftheOka-
UShgrantedconsumersachoicebetweendecliningmodernistaesthetics
andtheemergentpostmodernistaesthetics,whilealsocomplicating the
notionofdomestichygiene,presentingitasirreducibletotheimmaculate
shinysurfaces.TheVNIITEteamstrovethereforetonotjustcatchupwith
Western design, but to immediately leap forward while broadening the
spacefordiverseconsumerpreferences.

Buran vacuum cleaner, 1977

Evenmorethanthebrilliantlywhiterefrigerator,thevacuumcleanerwas
anoutspokensymbolofdomestichygiene inthemid-twentiethcentury.
Moreover, with the post-war growth of consumer culture in the Euro-
Atlanticworld,itcametoembodythematerialistfantasiesofthemiddle
class, but also gender and class hierarchies, as epitomised in Richard
Hamilton’sfamouscollageJust what is it that makes today’s homes so dif-
ferent, so appealing? (1956).Amongthe‘pop’householdobjectsdepicted
in this artwork is a vacuum cleaner with a streamlined, rounded shape
andanimpressivelylongcableextendingacrossthestaircase(‘ordinary
cleanersreachonlythisfar’,saysthetagonthemiddlestairlevel).This
wonderofhouseholdtechnologydefinestheroleandstatusofthe(female)
housekeeper,wholooks,indeed,merelylikethevacuum’sappendagefar
behind thesceneof themiddle-classcouple’sobsessive anderoticper-
sonalcareprocedure.

Aroundthesametime,inthelate1950s,theSovietvacuumcleaner
appearedas the rescuerofSovietwomen from theburdenof domestic
chores that persisted forty years after the Bolsheviks’ denunciation of
women’s ties to housework. The proponents of the aesthetic turn often
referred to Lenin’s 1913 anticipation that ‘electric lighting and heating
of every home will relieve millions of “domestic slaves” of the need to
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spend three-fourths of their lives in smelly kitchens’.58 Together with
kitchenappliancesandwashingmachines,avacuumcleanerwouldnot
justeasethenotoriousdoubleburdenproblem–thepressuretocombine
money-earningworkwithunpaiddomesticlabour–butalsogivewomen
the time forhobbiesandself-education.The introductorysectionof the
1965VNIITEquestionnaireabout consumerpreferences sadlyadmitted
thathouseworkoccupiedwomen’sfreetime,leavingthemwith‘somany
unread books, unseen theatre plays, and missed outings’.59 Indeed, a
Sovietwomanremainednotonlya‘kitchenslave’toherfamilyin1965–to
useapopular1920sexpression–butalsoaslaveofdomesticdirtanddust.
Thegrowthinthenationalproductionofvacuumcleanerswasmorethan
twiceasslowasthatofrefrigerators:startingat45,500in1953(compared
to49,200refrigerators), thenumberofSovietvacuumcleanersreached
only 830,000 by 1965 (compared to 1,875,000 fridges).60 Furthermore,
this modest amount was made up of just two types: floor cleaners and
hand-heldupholsterycleaners.Uprightcleaners,widespreadinWestern
countriesandfavouredbyVNIITEasthemostsuitableforamodernhome,
were completely ignored by Soviet industry.61 Bulky, noisy, inefficient,
lackingatypologyforsparepartsandasufficientdiversityofnozzles–in
short,notuser-friendly–Sovietvacuumcleanersperfectlyillustratedthe
disorderofthingsinwhatwassupposedtobearationalsocialistconsumer
culture.TheinternalVNIITEreportdidnothesitatetohighlighttheirpoor
designcomparedtoWesternmodels.Forexample,theOreolcleaner,pro-
ducedbythemid-1960sinthehomeelectronicsfactoryoftheLeningrad
CouncilofPeople’sEconomy,wasconsideredaconglomerateofpartsnot
justbecauseitwasvisuallydiscordantduetothedifferentmaterialsused,
but alsobecause it demandeddifferent technical operations,burdening
andconfusingaprospectiveuser.Moreover,itdidnotfitintoaclearcat-
egory:itsweight(3.85kgwithnozzles)disqualifieditasanupright,while
ashorthosemadeitapoorfloorcleaner.Incomparison,alight,low-noise
RapidbySiemensimpressedtheVNIITEdesignersduetoitscompactand
visually harmonious canister made of shockproof thermoplastic and its
easeofassembly.62

The1960sfashionforSpaceAgeformsreceivednobettercommen-
dationthanatVNIITE.From1957,theDnepropetrovskAggregatePlant
(Ukraine)produced twosimilarvacuumcleanermodelswithelongated,
streamlined shapes.63 Both were the products of reverse engineering,
widespread in Soviet factories’ engineering bureaus. Raketa was based
ona1930smodelbythefamousSwedishmanufacturerElectrolux,while
ChaikacloselycopiedadesignbytheDutchfirmErres.64Whenmodifying
the Western models, the factory designers attempted to strengthen the
SpaceAgeallusionsbyfurtherelongatingtheshapesofthecleanersand
makingthemmore‘dynamic’.ThevacuumcleanerSaturn/Saturnas(with
RussianandLatviannamevariants),designedsince1962attheWelding
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EquipmentPlantinLatvia,wasareverse-engineered1955Constellation
modelbythefamousUSbrandHoover.65Alludingtotherecenttriumph
oftheSovietUnioninspace(IuriiGagarin’sflighttookplaceon12April
1961),thedesignersmadetheformillustratenotjustaplanetbutspecif-
icallySaturnwith its rings.The1965VNIITE reportdismissesall three
models for ‘unjustified striving to illustrate the cleaner’s name by its
appearance’.66Ironically,therefore,SovietSpaceAgedesigns,whichare
often perceived today as vivid expressions of 1960s aesthetics,67 were
interpretedbySovietdesignersasirrationalandthusdeficient.Thiscon-
tradiction neatly demonstrates the complex character of the post-Stalin
aesthetic regimeof arts that combineda striving for the rationalisation
and ordering of things, and the search for a new imagery of socialist
modernity.

The 1965 complaint about ‘unjustified’ vacuum cleaner forms
apparently had little effect upon factory-employed designers. In 1968,
for example, the Elektromashina (‘electronic technology’) factory in
Prokopievsk (south-western Siberia) presented the Space Age variant
of the Buran cleaner, with a shiny, gold canister in the form of two
conjoinedspheres,evokingimagesofSputnikortheplanets(plate11).
However, almost a decade later, in 1977, the factory recognised the
needfora less imaginativebutmoreuser-friendlyandoriginalvacuum
cleaner. The factory’s Research Institute contracted VNIITE to design
a No. 7 model of the Buran vacuum cleaner with ‘advanced consumer
qualities,currentlylackingindomesticproduction’.68TheVNIITEteam,
consisting of designers B. Korolev, E. Shtuden and G. Shmakov and
the engineer V. Rozhkova, researched the current state of Soviet
cleaner production and recent Western trends. They discovered that
eventhoughcleanerswereproducedinfourteenSoviet factoriesunder
six different ministries, this production was still far behind the West
in terms of ergonomics, use of progressive materials and external
appearance.Uprightandportable ‘backpack’modelswerealmostnon-
existent: instead, low-turnengines thatrequired largerdimensionsand
weightprevailed.Inaddition,Sovietindustryhadnotmasteredthepro-
duction of paper and liquid filters, which were considered to be more
advancedthanthosemadefromtextilesatthetime.Themanufacturers
produced only rotary power switches instead of the more convenient,
but technically more complex, slider-type switches. This long list of
thetechnicaldisadvantagesofSovietcleanersincluded,however,some
notes on possible improvement. The Kiev Research Institute of Energy
Engineering (VNIIKIEMP)waselaboratinga systemof standardnozzle
sets for domestic vacuum cleaners and planning to finish the work by
1978. Several Soviet manufacturers were also attempting to introduce
models that could store the entire nozzle sets inside the canister, fol-
lowing the example of Hoover’s C-62KC and Toshiba’s VS-70EB and
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SCJ-628, but had not succeeded.69 VNIITE stepped in to help realise
thisplan.

TheapproachtothenewBuran’sexternalshapestemmedfromthe
dismissal of the illustrative principle à la Raketa or Saturnas as irra-
tionalandoutdated.WorkingintunewiththecurrentlydominantWestern
approach to form-giving was essential for the VNIITE team, and their
approach was functionalist – or, rather, neo-functionalist, meaning the
abandonmentofstrikingformsinfavourofstrictandelegantones,usu-
allyclosetoaparallelepiped.Noticinganothertendencyoriginatingfrom
brands suchasToshiba and Juki in Japanof havingmore complicated
andplayful forms, theVNIITEdesignersnonethelessopted foraparal-
lelepiped integrating different functional units and junctions to reduce
theobject’svisualcomplexity.70Ratherthanmaskingthejointbetween
thelowerandupperpartsofthecanisterbyastripofsoftplastic,asthe
factorysuggested,theVNIITEdesignersoffered‘aneatersolutionforthe
form’:mouldingahandle (12) togetherwith theuppercanister (2)and
continuingitasareliefstriparoundthecanister.71Thisisanexampleofa
structuraldecorationasfavouredbythe1920sconstructivists.Fivediffer-
entnozzleswerestoredinspecialsocketswithinaremovablecassetteon
thetopofthecleaner(9),whilethebottomhadclampsforfixingthehose
andtelescopicwandwhenthecleanerwasstoredinaverticalposition.
Thecontrols–anon/offbuttonandswitchforautomaticcordrewind(7)
andanairflowindicator (8)wereon theupperpartof thecanisterand
‘plastically processed in accordance with the general stylistic solution,
informationalclarityandconvenienceofuse’.72Themainobjectiveofthis
designwas,obviously,toachieveaharmoniousintegralformwhilealso
makingallthedifferentdetailsequallycomprehensible.Indeed,theinitial
StyrofoammodelofBuran7lookslikeasculpture,anaestheticallysound
object bigger than the sum of its technical and functional parts. For a
strongereffectofintegrity,thedesignerssuggestedusingthesamemate-
rial(ABSplastic)forallthedetailsandamonochromecolourscheme:soft
yellow,orange,ochreorsaladgreenforthecanister,telescopicwandand
hose;beigeforthenozzles.

ThisdesignwasnotanoriginalVNIITEsolution.Asthereportadmits,
itboreacloseresemblancetotheAEG1973modelVampyrDeluxe.Yet
Buran7differedinanumberofwaysthatVNIITEconsidered‘significant’:
the presence of the removable cassette for storing nozzles, the handle
flexureforaneasiergrip,softeranglesandunifiedcolouringasopposed
tothesharpred-and-whitecontrastoftheVampyrDeluxe.Thelatter,iron-
ically,hadaclearallusiontoavant-gardeaesthetics,whereastheVNIITE
design demonstrates a softened, ‘plastic’ functionalism.73 Buran 7 was
meant to be not so much a productivist comrade and co-worker, but a
modesthelper,easilyintegratingintoanyhome.

Bythelate1970ssuchinconspicuous,roundedhouseholdobjectshad
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come to the forefront of design professionals’ vision of proper, ‘spirited’ 
living. As art historian Liudmila Andreeva noted in Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
SSSR in 1975, it was ‘important that objects do not displace people and 
that they are liveable [uzhivchivymi’]’.74 Rather than ordering things, she 

4.7 B. Korolev et al., layout scheme of vacuum cleaner Buran 7, 1977.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.

4.8 B. Korolev et al., model of vacuum cleaner Buran 7 with a set of nozzles, 1977.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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proposedsharingthedomesticspacewiththeminanethicalway,whether
they be household appliances or ‘rehabilitated’ knick-knacks. Buran 7
wouldnicelyintegrateintoahomewithagrandmother’scherishedchairs
andoldphotographs,andithadtheappropriatenozzlesforcleaningthem
gently.

A home is not a house but an environment

AtthesametimeastheSovietgovernmentexpecteddesignerstoimprove
the quality of consumer objects, VNIITE employees were realising that
thinkingintermsofseparateobjectswasinadequateforsociallyrespon-
sible design. FollowingTomas Maldonado,Gui Bonsiepe and Abraham
Moles75oftheUlmSchoolofDesign(1953–68,theschoolthatpromoted
interdisciplinaryandsociallyresponsibleapproachestodesign),VNIITE
designerstendedtoregardenvironments,ratherthanobjectsthemselves,
asidealendproductsoftheirwork.AteamofLeningraddesignersargued
in1973thatasingularobjectisthemeasureofanenvironment’sorder,
andadesigner’staskistodefinethequalitiesofobjects,evaluatethem
intermsofcompatibility,selectcompatibleobjectsandharmonisethem.
Theresultwouldbean‘objectensemble’withdistinct‘functional,techno-
logicalandaestheticcharacteristics’;subsequently,onameta-structural
level, such ensembles would be combined to constitute a diverse envi-
ronment.76 Insuchavision,adesignerobviouslyoccupied theposition
ofarationalobserverandactorwhowasexternaltotheenvironmentin
question. In a similar way, Riabushin spoke of a ‘living environment’
(zhilaia sreda)asthemaintargetofadesigner’slabour.Theenvironment
asan‘object-spatialunity’waspresentedhereasanecessaryframework
foroptimisingtheinterrelationsbetweenplanning,designandindustrial
production in thewholecountry,and thusovercoming thechaoticpro-
ductionofpoor-quality,unwantedcommodities.Riabushincharacterised
theenvironmentas‘thematerialbody[predmetnoe telo]ofhumanactivity’
and,accordingly,arguedthatthedesignerhadthepowertoorganisethe
surrounding objects and materials into an integral, well-balanced envi-
ronment.77Thisargumentationechoestheideaofanartistasanorgan-
iserofproductionandeveryday life thatwaspromotedinthe1920sby
suchavant-gardetheoristsasBorisKushner,NikolaiTarabukinandBoris
Arvatov.78

However,Riabushin’svisionwasnotrigid:itallowedroomforflexibil-
ity,variationandspontaneityindesigningtheenvironment,whichwould
counterthealienationofhumanbeingsfromtheworldofindustriallypro-
ducedobjectsaroundthem.UnlikehisLeningradcolleagues,Riabushin
took theenvironmentas the startingpointandmeasure foradesigner,
rather than the singular object: he argued that ‘integral design’ must
precedethedesignofanyobject.79
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Thisideaprogressedoverthesecondhalfofthe1970sandresulted
inamorecomplexvisionof theenvironment.An important role in this
developmentbelongstotheCentralEducationalandExperimentalStudio
of the Artists’ Union that had been functioning since 1964 as an artis-
ticalternative toVNIITEand itsorientation to thepractical tasksof the
plannedeconomy.Thestudio,calledSenezhafterthelakenearMoscow
nexttowhichitwaslocated,aimedtofosterthecollective,creativeworkof
designersthatitsfounders,philosopherKarlKantoranddesignerEvgenii
Rozenblium,thoughtofas‘theculturalself-critiqueofindustrialdesign’.80
Forsuchacritique,theyinstrumentalisedthenotionoftheenvironment.
In searchofanalternative to rigidcityplanning,Rozenbliumemployed
a group of young architects who were knowledgeable about the latest
Western critiques of modernism.81 They developed the ‘environmental
approach’tourbanplanningthatoneofthem,AndreiBokov,latercharac-
terisedasmoreflexiblethantheSovietpracticeofplanningandbuilding.
The environmental approach was sensitive to the dynamics of modern
urbanandrurallifeandgrantedequalimportancetoboththegeneraland
theparticular. Itsmainmethodwas ‘cultivation’ (vzrashchivanie),which
reliedonprognosisratherthanafixedplan,andthereforedependedon
‘comprehensionandvisualizationofthenatureofeachspecificsite–the
proceduresveryclosetovisualart’.82By‘nature’,Bokovmeantboththe
naturalandthebuiltenvironment,auniquecombinationofhistoricalurban
structuresandnaturalareas.Theenvironmentalapproachdevelopedcon-
currentlywith theSoviet intelligentsia’s interest inhistorical legacyand
preservationistactivism,whichinfluencedtheworkofSenezhdesigners
inadditiontothosearchitectswhowishedtomakemodernismmoreopen
tothediversityofhumanneedsandnaturalsites.83

Theconceptualmoveaway fromobjects and towardsenvironments
revealedtheinadequacyofthemodernistvisionoftheorderofthings.As
theengineerandphilosopherLeonidPereverzev,anemployeeatVNIITE
andSenezhstudio,observedin1973,

Onlyrecently,10–15yearsago,manyartistsanddesignersbelievedthatthe
mainproblemofthematerialworldwasitschaos.Thepathtowardsregulation
andharmonisationseemedeasy:adesignershoulddefineeachthing’sfunc-
tionandfindaformadequatetothisfunction.Impeccableintheory,inprac-
ticethispathwasoftenprohibitivelysimplified:functionwasunderstoodina
crudelyutilitariansense,whileformwasseeninamechanical-constructivist
sense:achairisapropforsitting,asuitisacoverforthermaldefenceofthe
body,andateaserviceisasystemofreservoirsforstoringandmovingliquids.
Ahouseisamachineforliving.84

If in the time of the aesthetic turn such sneering allusions to Russian
Constructivism and Le Corbusier’s functionalism would have placed
PereverzevinthecampoftheretrogradesandStalinistsofart,thetired-
nessof rationalist design thinkinghadbecomecommonsenseandbon 
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tonamongartanddesigncriticsbytheearly1970s.Moreover,whereas
VNIITE designers continued to dismiss imaginative forms of household
objectsthroughoutthedecade,aswehaveseeninthecaseoftheBuran7
design,thepreferenceforoldobjectsandtheriseof‘artefactualconserva-
tism[predmetnyi konservatizm]ofgrandmasandgrandpas’wasnolonger
underattack.Onthecontrary,theseconsumerchoicesfoundunderstand-
ing as a legitimate reaction to ‘the striving of a small group of design
specialiststoofferpeople,inacentralisedmanner,areadyandcomplete
modelofmaterialenvironment’.85Pereverzev’stextexemplifiesaninter-
nalcritiqueofVNIITEdesignpolicyandattitudesthatunfoldedsimulta-
neouslywiththedevelopmentofneodecorativismindecorativeart.Both
processescapturedandrespondedtothegrowingpopularityofantiques
andrisinganti-urbanmoodsamongSovietintellectualsthatwerereflected
in1970sfilmssuchasAutumnbyAndreiSmirnov(1974)orThe Themeby
GlebPanfilov(1979).

PereverzevarguedthattherepudiationofKhrushchev-eramodernism
wasagrassrootsprocess,initiallynotbackedbyanyprofessionalcommu-
nity,andlabelledit‘theanti-functionalist turn’.Now,hecontinued,design-
ers should take full responsibility for ‘deforming and de-aestheticizing
theartefactualworldoftheircontemporaries’,insteadofpretendingtobe
‘unrecognisedgeniuses’andshiftingtheblameentirelyontoastubborn
industry.Ratherthanabandoningtheirideasafterfrustratingnegotiations
withmanufacturers,designersshouldopentheireyestorecognisingthe
hiddenpotentialsofSovietproduction.Electronicswasespeciallypromis-
inginthisrespect,Pereverzevbelieved,becauseithadthecapacitytopro-
videimmaterialyetinformationallyrichanddynamicobjects,forexample
byusingholography.86ThisrhetoricrevealsPereverzev’saffinitywiththe
critiqueofstaticmaterialitythathadalsobeenlaunchedinthemid-1960s
by his colleagues at VNIITE. While Karl Kantor, as mentioned earlier,
anticipatedthe‘de-artefactualisation’ofsocialistdailylifeastheradicalisa-
tionof1920sproductivism,87architectViacheslavLoktev,onthecontrary,
viewedproductivismas toostatic tobeuseful for thedynamicpost-war
worldofthelate1960s.Insteadofrevivinghalf-century-oldvisions,Loktev
calledforachievingthe‘dynamicorder’ofthingsbasedonvariationand
flexibility,similarlytotheenvironmentalapproachinurbanplanningpro-
motedbyBokovandhiscolleagues.88Thus,evenifthemid-1960sreaction
torigidSovietmodernismwasindeedagrassrootsinitiativethatwasnot
directlybackedbyanyprofessionalinstructions,asPereverzevbelieved,
it was apart of an important change sweeping throughdifferent social
communities–fromglassblowerstophilosopherstotheloversofoldfur-
niture.Therefore, theanti-functionalist turnof themid-1960s, identified
byPereverzev,canbeexpandedtosignifythisbroad,multi-sitedchange,
andtoconstituteausefulconceptualcounterparttotheKhrushchev-era
aestheticturn.
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Furtherintothe1970s,theserevisionsoffunctionalismandmateriality
informedtheprognosisofthefuturedomesticenvironmentatVNIITE,in
whichRiabushin tooka leading role. In1970Riabushinwascontracted
by theStateResearch Institute forResistorsandCapacitors to research
the possible applications of automated search technology in the home.
Thisresearchwouldresultinaso-called‘DomesticInformationMachine’
(DIM)–ahardwaresystemtransmittingsignalsfromtheradioandtele-
visioncentrestoindividualhomes.InhisstudyoftheDIMproject,Tom
Cubbin connects it to Riabushin’s concept of domestic theatre, devel-
oped in theearly1970s–asystemofpackagedequipment thatcanbe
collapsed when not in use. Instead of definite objects, a domestic the-
atre offered mobile structures that could move on and off the ‘stage’
accordingtotheconsumer’schangingneeds.89AsCubbinexplains,this
visionofapost-objectdomesticenvironmentwasgeneratedbyKantor’s
advocacy of de-artefactualisation and was also influenced by the ideas
of internationally famouspostmodernistdesignandarchitecturegroups
such as the British Archigram, the Japanese Metabolists, the Viennese
Haus-Rucker-Co and Italy-based futuristic furniture designers Masanori
UmedaandJoeColombo.Riabushin’scolleaguesEvgeniiBogdanovand
Vladimir Paperny (the future author of a seminal comparative analysis
of avant-gardist and Stalinist architecture)90 worked on visualising the
‘domestictheatre’,heavilyborrowingfromgraphicimagesbytheWestern
groups.Riabushinhimselfcarefullypraisedtheseforeignsourcesasoffer-
ingthesolutionfortheflexibleorganisationofthehome.Healsoquoted
afamous1965essaybytheEnglisharchitecturalcriticReynerBanham,
‘AHomeisnotaHouse’,thatprovocativelyconsideredmodernhardware
asbeingsufficienttogenerateadomesticclimatewithoutanyneedfora
buildingstructure.91

Thisspeculativeprognosticworkonthebravenewdomesticenviron-
ment,conductedbyRiabushin’steamatVNIITE’sDepartmentNo.8,could
hardly have had a substantial influence on the concrete projects com-
missioned by the manufacturers of urgently needed household objects.
Nonetheless,inthe1970sVNIITEdevelopedanotionoftheenvironment
thatcouldbeappliedtotheactualprocessesinSovietindustryandevery-
daylife.

Design programmes

Bythelate1970s,VNIITEtheoristshadformulatedaplanfor‘designpro-
grammes’ (dizain-programmy). Itwasbasedonthesystemicapproachto
design– that is,onthevisionofdesignasacomplexsystemofobjects,
built environments, graphic elements and processes involving all these.
AccordingtotheprominentVNIITEtheoristSelimKhan-Magomedov,sys-
temicdesignwasanintellectualfashionatthattime.Thestate’s interest
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in optimising the economy, which had been recentralised by Brezhnev/
Kosygin’s reforms beginning in 1965, concurred with the professional
aspirations of VNIITE designers who were critical of a singular object
approach.92 Like productivist theorists of the 1920s, the designers were
waryofveshchizm–thefetishisationofobjects–andasystemicapproach
offeredaneffectiveantidote.IuriiSolovievstressedtheimportanceofdesign
programmesnotjustforoptimisingthevarietyofgoods,butalsoforinter-
connectingtheworkofdifferentresearchorganisationsand industries.93
This typeofdesign targetednot just thedifferentcharacteristicsofcon-
sumerobjects,butalsotheprocessesoftheirproductionandconsumption.

ThefirstdesignprogrammewasdevelopedbyVNIITEfrom1973to1979
throughacommissionfromtheMinistryoftheInstrumentIndustryforthe
All-Union Industrial Association of Electronic Measurement Instruments
(SoiuzElektroPribor). The programme, entitled EletkroMera (the abbrevi-
ation for ‘electronicmeasurement’),embracedproduction, logisticaland
material infrastructureof thewholeelectrical andelectronic industry. It
aimedatstandardisingthedesignofallelectronicinstruments(morethan
1,500types)andtheirpackaging, thestandardisationofworkplacesand
workuniformsforengineeringandtechnicalspecialists,theoptimisation
of logistics,andthedevelopmentofcorporate identity.After theprelim-
inary test,EletkroMerawould reach anational scale: thenew systemof
materialobjects,visualsignsandlogisticswouldenterthirty-twofactories,
eachstaffedbyroughly20,000workers.94Inthisway,asdesignhistorian
Margareta Tillberg explains, EletkroMera would compete with Western
companiessuchasSiemensandGeneralElectricsintheworldmarket.95
Even though only a small part of the programme was realised (though
accordingtoVladimirRungeitstillhadapositiveeffectontheindustry),96
itdemonstratesVNIITE’saimof integratingdifferentsitesofproduction
and consumption, and managing large, complex systems. Design pro-
grammesthatfollowedinthe1980swerededicatedtotheoptimisationof
bothconsumergoods(watches,domesticaudio-devices,bicycles)aswell
asproductiontools(forexample,equipmentforhealthcareinstitutions).97

Thedesignprogrammethatmostdirectlyaddressedthesameprob-
lemthatconcernedthe‘domestictheatre’proponents–namelytheneed
tomitigatethechallengesofgrowinginternationalconsumerculture–was
born inLeningrad in1979.TheLFofVNIITEassumed the taskofcon-
nectingtheculturesofproductionandconsumptionthroughthenotionof
recycling.Beforeanalysingthisprogrammeindetail,anoverviewofthe
sustainabilityproblemintheUSSRisinorder.

Waste into profit

While there isnoquestion that lateSoviet industrialprojectswerehaz-
ardous for the environment, one should be cautious about presuming
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that all social practicesunder state socialismwereoutrightunsustaina-
ble.Theimageofstatesocialismaswasteful–notonlyliterallybutalso
symbolically–owesalottotheWesternnarrativethatemergedsoonafter
theformationoftheSovietblocandthatmaturedaroundthetimeofits
collapse.AfterheremigrationfromHungarytotheUS,sociologistZsuzsa
Gillenoticedthepersistenceofthemetaphorofwasteinrepresentations
ofthesocialisteconomicandpoliticalorder.Gillereminiscences:‘Visual
representationsofstatesocialisminvokedtheimageofthestatesocialist
landscapemostfamiliarintheWest–agreystilllifecomposedofshoddy
goods;peoplewearingpoor,idiosyncraticclothessurroundedbyhouses
thatlookedliketheycouldfallapartatanytime;andpiled-upgarbage.’98
Assheadds,Westernscholarsofthelate1980sandearly1990sexplained
thewastefulnessofstatesocialismthroughthedrawbackoftheMarxist
labourtheoryofvaluethatviewednaturalresourcesasfreeandinexhaust-
ible.TheseWesternarguments and representations,howeverplausible,
didnotmatchGille’smemoriesofheryouthinsocialistHungary,suchas
collectingpaperwasteandmetalscrapincompetitionamongschoolchil-
dren,queuinginashoptoreturnemptyglassbottlesandgetadeposit,
using your own bags when shopping, or coping with electricity-saving
campaignsorscarcitiesofconsumergoods.99

Similarmemoriesoftenemerged inmypersonalconversationswith
peoplewhohadgrownupintheUSSR,whichsuggeststhatthriftmarked
thesocialistregimesasmuchaswastefulness.Recenthistoricalandsoci-
ologicalstudieshavedemonstratedthatreuse,recyclingandsavingwere
commonpracticesinsocialistsocieties,bothinindustryandinthecon-
sumer sphere.100 Sociologists Ekaterina Gerasimova and Sofia Chuikina
characterisedSovietsocietyasa‘repairsociety’,whereobjectshadpro-
longedlifespans.Astheplannedeconomy,unlikethemarketeconomy,was
notself-regulating,itunderwent‘constantimprovement,experiment,and
mandatoryanti-crisiscampaignsimplementedbytheauthorities,meaning
thatitwasperpetuallyunderrepair’.101Shortagesofgoods,typicalofthe
socialisteconomy,facilitatedpeople’sintimaterelationshipswithobjects
and reluctance to dispose of them. Repair techniques in Soviet society
included‘fixingtheitem,adaptingittoasecondaryuse,usingitasmate-
rial from which to make something else, redefining its symbolic status,
changingthecontext inwhichit isutilised,andthelike’.102Buildingon
theseauthors’argumentsandoninterviewswiththelastSovietgenera-
tion,sociologistOl’gaGurovasuggestedthattheideaofdisposabilitywas
barelyknowninSovietculture.Copingwithshortages,peopleconstantly
reusedobjects,orremadeorexchangedthemwithfriendsandrelatives
(particularlychildren’sclothespassedtoyoungersiblingsortheyounger
childrenoffriends).Asaresult,the‘lifeofobjectsinSovietculturewas
virtually endless’.103 DIY practices for prolonging this life were encour-
agedbythestatethroughadvicebooksandarticlesinpopularjournals.A

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   144 20/01/2020   11:10



 From objects to design programmes 145

Sovietconsumerobjectcouldberepairedandreusedmanytimesbefore
endingupinarubbishbin,andSoviethomescoulddisplay‘rugsmadeof
oldtightsandscraps,sweatpantscutupintodusters,seedlingsplanted
in cardboard milk containers, and the like’.104 Thus, if the recycling of
industrialwastefromthe1970swasregulatedbythespecialsectorsofthe
StateCommittees forPlanningandProvision (GosplanandGossnab),105
consumers,infact,performedtheirownkindsofrecycling,motivatedby
thriftandtheunderstandingofresourcefulnessasavirtue.

GerasimovaandChuikinacompare theSoviet ‘repairsociety’ topre-
industrial societies, where owners developed intimate relationships with
thingsandattributednumeroussymbolicmeaningstothem,andwhere‘the
materialenvironmentchangedlittleoverthelifeofonegeneration;things
hadpermanenceandcouldlongoutlivetheirmakersandfirstowners’.106
However,asrecentstudiesofrecyclingdemonstrate,similarrelationships
to things were characteristic in Western industrial societies up to and,
tosomeextent,beyondthe1950s.Refutingthegeneralisationthatcapi-
talistsocietiesarealwaysthrowawaysocieties,RuthOldenzielandHeike
Weberremindusthat,infact,therecyclingofwasteplayedagreatrolein
twentieth-centurysocialhistory,bothintheWestandbeyond.Whilemass
consumerismstartedintheUSintheinterwarperiod,itdidnotdevelop
until the late 1950s and 1960s in most European countries, while thrift
andreusewereneverabandonedentirely.107Therefore,theenvironmental
movementofthe1970sdidnotmeanaradicalchangeofpracticesforWest
European consumers but a reconsideration and optimisation of habitual
ones.Forexample,FinnArneJørgensendemonstratesthatdifferentforms
ofrecyclingexistedinNorwaythroughoutthetwentiethcentury,butinthe
1970s,respondingtotheswiftriseandcrisisofWesternthrowawayculture,
thestatebecamemoreinvolvedinregulatingthem.108TheSovietrecycling
policydevelopedalongsimilarlines.Whilethe‘repairsociety’intheUSSR
thrivedinthe1930sasaresultofaninefficientplannedeconomy,109the
stateonlyattemptedtogoverntherecyclingofhouseholdrefusetowards
theendofthe1970s–quitepossiblyrelyingontheWesternexperience.
The Leningrad recycling project was not, therefore, a critical response
toathrowawayculture–whichneverfullydevelopedundertheplanned
economy–butananswertothestate’scampaignfortighteningcontrolover
wastethatitviewedasaresource.Actingasexpertsonthestate’sbehalf,
thedesignersparticipatedinforminganew‘wasteregime’–tousetheterm
proposedbyGille.A‘wasteregime’isaconfigurationofinstitutionalactiv-
itiesrelatedtowaste– itsproduction,representationandpolitics.110The
designerswere responsible for the representationpart: theydetermined
society’sperceptionofwastenotasamatterofindividualdomesticman-
agement,butasasiteofcitizenshipandrelationshipwiththestate.

Even though the image of wasteful socialism is inmanyways true,
theSovietauthoritiesinfactincreasinglyregardedtheproblemofwaste
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ascrucialthroughoutthe1970s.Fromthestartofthedecade,fivestate
agencies–theStatePlanningCommittee(Gosplan),theStateCommittee
of theUSSR forMaterialandTechnicalSupplies (Gossnab), theCentral
UnionofConsumerCooperatives(Tsentrosoyuz)andtheministriesofthe
ferrousmetalindustryandthenon-ferrousmetalindustry–tookcontrol
of the collection, processing and delivery of waste.111 In 1975 the gov-
ernmentfoundedtheAll-UnionInstituteforSecondaryResources(VIVR)
within Gossnab, specifically for managing these tasks.112 This initiative
wasnotcompletelyalientoSovietculture:thecollectionofconsumerand
industrialwaste(mostlypaperandmetalscraps) forrecyclinghadbeen
practisedintheUSSRsinceevenbeforetheSecondWorldWar,withthe
twineconomicanddidacticpurposesofeducatingcitizensincontributing
tothestate’sprosperity.113However,asBirgittePristedexplains,environ-
mentalconcernsemergedwithin theofficialagenda for recyclingpaper
fromthelate1950s.114Onecansupposethatasimilartendencydeveloped
withregardtoothermaterials,suchasmetalandtextiles.

In the1970s industrial enterpriseswereobliged to takecareof the
recycling of the waste they produced, and the costs of recycling were
includedinthegeneralplansforproductioncosts.115However,consumer
waste was more difficult to manage. As designers expressed it, ‘waste-
lessproduction’wasa technicalmatter solvedwithin industry,whereas
‘wasteless consumption’ required a complex solution. In the 1970s the
taskofcollectingrecyclablewastewassharedbydifferentorganisations
that lackedproper coordination.116The administrationofVIVR, respon-
sible for solving this problem, believed that it should be done through
design,andcommissionedLeningradVNIITEtodeveloparelevantdesign
programme.Ateamoffivedesignersfromthesectorofcomplexstudies,
ledbythesector’sheadDmitriiKochugov,developedtheconceptofthe
programmewithinayear.Inthereportonthepreliminaryresearch,they
stated that the proliferation of different bodies dealing with household
wastewascounterproductive:‘therearetoomanycooksinthekitchen’.117
However, thedesignersdidnotattempt todevelopanultimatesolution
totheproblemandtakefullcontroloverrecycling–or,astheycalledit,
VR-activity(VRforvtorichnye resursy,secondaryresources).Kochugov’s
teamadmittedthattheradicalredesignoftherecyclingsystemrequireda
globalupdateofadministrative,technologicalandpersonnelpolicy,which
wasbeyondthedesigners’capacity.Therefore,theLeningradteamwas
carefultolimitthescopeofthedesigntoadjustingtheeverydayhabitsof
anaverageSovietcitizeninrelationtothestate’seconomicandecological
concerns.Thisadjustment,inturn,requiredasystemofvisualandmate-
rial elements.118TouseGille’s terminology, insteadofdesigninganew
wasteregime,Leningraddesignerstookonamoremodestandmanagea-
bletask:toprovidethecurrentwasteregimewithaneffectivematerialand
informationalinfrastructure.
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TheLeningraddesignproject targeted twoareas: thehousehold as
asourceofwasteandpublicservicesthatmediatedbetweenhouseholds
andtherecyclingindustry.Thehousehold,asthedesignersargued,wasa
growingsourceofwasteduetoincreasingurbanisation(whilethevolume
ofproductionwastewas,onthecontrary,decreasingduetotheinclusion
ofrecyclingwithinspecificindustrialprocesses).Unlikeindustrialenter-
prises, thepopulationwas adisorganised, ‘inconvenient’ partnerof the
stateinmanagingresources.Thetwomainfactorsinthis‘inconvenience’
were the wide geographic distribution of ordinary consumers and their
lack of motivation to separate and collect waste. The first problem, the
design project found, could be solved by creating a flexible network of
recycling services; the second by finding effective means to encourage
consumerstocooperate.

In contrast to the recent sociological arguments about the virtually
endless lifeofSoviet things,119Kochugovetal. stated thatconsumption
‘inevitablyendswiththephasewhenobjectslosealltheirvalueforthem
[the consumers] because of moral or physical deterioration’.120 At this
stage, things turn intowaste thataconsumer,naturally, tries toget rid
ofintheeasiestwaypossible:throwingitallout.Inthelate1970s–early
1980stechnologyfortheindustrialseparationofmixedwastewasstilla
thingofthefuture,soitwasessentialtomotivatepeopletoseparateitat
home.Thestatecoulddothisinseveralways:

1 ‘Citizen obligation’ (grazhdanskaia obiazannost’). Similar to how
industrialfacilitiesalreadyworked,citizenswouldbeobligedtosep-
arateandcollectwasteaccordingtospecialregulations.However,
this approach ‘wouldcontradict thebasicprinciplesof a socialist
society,whosedevelopmentdependsonthegradualdisappearance
of controlling and compulsory measures of the state and on the
broadcultivationofcommunalformsofeconomy,voluntarysocial
initiativesof themasses,anddemocraticsocial formsofadminis-
tering’.121 Legal compulsion had led to extremes before, such as
forcingschoolchildren(orinfacttheirparents)tocollectamonthly
amount of scrap paper from old school work, with punishments
if they failed todoso.Consideringthis, thedesignersconsidered
compulsionanemergencymeasure,tobeavoidedatallcosts.

2 The opposite of ‘citizen obligation’ was the formation of ‘citizen
consciousness’ – the spreading of public understanding of waste
separationandcollectionascruciallyimportantfortheecologyand
economy. The Leningrad designers outlined a social stance that
environmental historian Finn Arne Jørgensen later characterised
as‘greencitizenship’:activeparticipationinsocietythroughone’s
consumptionhabits,‘bychoiceand/ordesign,oftenmotivatedbyan
awarenessofthefulllifecycleofanyconsumerproductspurchased’.
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Recycling is a prime example of such green citizenship.122 While
Kochugovetal.didnotusethisterm,theybelievedthatconscious
consumptionwasoneofthebasesofasocialistsociety.However,
theyadmittedthatitwasnotsufficienttobeastrongmotivational
force,becauseafullunderstandingoftheimportanceofrecycling
requiredalong-termecologicaleducation.

3 Thethirdmotivationtype,whichwasalreadypractisedintheUSSR,
wasmaterialrewards,suchasdepositsforreturningglassbottles
tothegroceryshop,cinematicketsoricecreamforschoolchildren
whowonmetal-collectingcompetitions,orvouchersforcollectingat
least20kilosofscrappaperthatcouldbeexchangedforbooksfrom
thespecialmakulaturaseries.123TheLeningraddesignteamviewed
thispracticenotasrewardingcitizens’labour,butasre-ascribing
valuetothingsthathadlosttheirvalue,resultinginthe‘fetishisation
ofwaste’.Inaddition,suchmaterialstimulationwasbasedonthe
‘temporary’flawsoftheSovieteconomyandtheresultingshortages
ofgoods.Anofferofcertainlimitedgoodsinreturnforwastepro-
voked unhealthy consumerist attitudes and, moreover, stimulated
corruptionandthesmugglingofmaterialsoutofwaste-collecting
organisations.124

Whileinamarketeconomygreencitizenshipallowedformaterialincen-
tives,asJørgensendemonstrateswiththeexampleofthestate-sponsored
recycling infrastructure inNorway that emerged in the1970s,125Soviet
green citizenship was imagined as free from any mercantile interests.
Voluntary ecological activityhad tobe encouragednotby coercionbut
bydesign:creatinganeffectivematerialandinformationalinfrastructure
wouldsmoothly integraterecycling intopeople’sdailyroutine.Thecur-
rentlyuninterestedpopulationwouldconsiderrecyclingonlyifitrequired
minimaleffortontheirpart.

Thenextreportonthedesignprogrammepresentedwasteseparation
andcollectionboth as automatedprocesses andas conscious contribu-
tionstotheeconomyandtoenvironmentalprotection.Acombinationof
industrialandgraphicdesignwouldproducewhatJørgensencallsa‘recy-
clingjunction’–thepointofinteractionbetweenconsumerandrecycling
agencies, ‘theplaceandtimeatwhichtheconsumerchoosestorecycle
or discard something’. The decision processes, as Jørgensen specifies,
‘dependonmore than individual values; they involvecompetingsetsof
knowledge and information, disposal infrastructures, availability of new
resourcesandgoods,andtimecommitments,amongotherfactors’.126To
befunctional,theSovietrecyclingjunctionneededtoadjusttothemate-
rial structure of people’s daily lives and simultaneously strongly affect
theirvisualenvironment.

In1981Kochugov’steamdevelopedthefirstproposalforthedesign
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programmethatnowwentunderthenameVtormar(‘Secondarymaterial
resources’).Initsinitialversionitonlytargetedurbanareas,butitwould
laterbeexpanded,mutatis mutandis, to includeruralareasaswell.The
basicmethodofVtormarwasso-called‘scenicmodelling’–theimagining
ofpossiblewaysforconsumerstobeinvolvedinarecyclingproject.With
thismethod,designersexercisedanenvironmentalapproachtorecycling:
theydrafteddifferentenvironmentswhereordinarypeoplecouldinteract
withwastethroughthemediationofmaterialobjectsandvisualsigns.127
Thekeyvariationsoftheseinteractionswerethenillustratedbysketches.
Thistotalitycanbedividedintotwocategories:materialobjectsandinfor-
mationalgraphics.

Thematerialmeansofrecyclingwerepresentedthroughavastarray
ofcollectionbins,containersandtransportation,suitablefordifferentenvi-
ronments (flats, staircases with or without garbage chutes, courtyards,
streets,parks,caterers,groceryshops,motordepots,etc.)andfordifferent
typesofwaste(scrappaper,glass,scrapmetal,plastics,textiles,cartyres
andbones).Variousobjectsanditemswereintroducedtomaximallysim-
plifyconsumers’contributiontotherecyclingsystem.Theserangedfrom
paperbagsdeliveredtoeveryhouseholdbymailforfree,tolargesteelcon-
tainersinneighbourhoodcourtyards,tospeciallyequippedtrucks,evento
theuniformswornbyrecyclingserviceemployeesandsouvenirswiththe
Vtormarlogo.Whencitizenswerereceivingpaperbags,havingseparate
collectorsonstaircasesandincourtyards,assistedbythemunicipalhous-
ingservicesandsurroundedbyeye-catchinglogosandslogans,theycould
easilyadopt ‘green’behaviour.TheVtormarobjects,manufactured from
recycledmaterialsthemselves,wouldalsodemonstratehoweasyrecycling
hadbecome.Asmeta-objects,theysignifiedtheresurrectionofSovietcon-
sumerobjectswithoutfetishisingthemassourcesofprofit.Inthisrespect,
Vtormarobjectsembodiedtheavant-gardeideaofthingsascomradesand
agentsofsociallife–inthiscase,theagentsofawasteregime.128

The informationalmeansof recyclingalsoechoed theconceptsand
aestheticsoftheRussianavant-garde.Simultaneously,theydemonstrated
theinfluenceofcontemporaryWesterngraphicdesign–forinstance,the
designerschosetheHelveticatypefaceforthelogoandcorporateidentity,
developedin1957bytheSwissdesignerMaxMiedinger.129However,the
Leningraders did not just build from Western forms of corporate iden-
tity,butratherreliedonthemethodof‘scenic’(orastheyalsocalledit
‘situational’)modelling.Differenteverydaysituationsmandateddifferent
degreesofpubliccomprehensionofrecycling–‘VR-messages’,intheter-
minologyofKochugovetal.Anordinarycitizenathomewouldbeexposed
toVR-messagesmostlythroughmassmedia,whileinanairport’swaiting
loungesheorhemightneedanelementofentertainment tonotice the
samemessage.Therefore,theVtormarprogrammerequiredtheinvolve-
mentofadiversityof informationchannels:notonly the familiarpress,
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radioandTV,butalsooutstanding,attention-catchingelements:‘aninfor-
mationalgamemachine,anagitationbloc,oramobileexhibition’.130This
multimedia approach again echoed the agitation and propaganda prac-
ticesof the1920s,whichcombineddifferentmedia– fromnewspapers
and radio to multifunctional street furniture that could combine kiosks,
loudspeakers and information stands, to urban festivals.131 However,
unlike the1920savant-gardeexperiments, theVtormarprogrammedid
nottransmitexplicitpoliticalmessages.Itsmaineducationalgoalwasto
downplaytheassociationoftrashwithdirtinessandpresentrecyclingas
bothaprofitableandenvironmentallyconsciousactivity.Thisnewimage
ofwastewasencapsulatedinrhymingslogans:Otkhody v dokhody(‘Waste
intoprofit’)andVtorichnoe – znachit otlichnoe (‘Secondarymeansexcel-
lent’).Theslogans,inturn,wouldenterurbanenvironmentsintheform
ofsupergraphics–asystemofgraphicelementsinanurbanspace,such
as banners, posters, façade decorations and street furniture. However,
whereas the avant-garde supergraphicspresenteda striking contrast to
the traditionalarchitectureof theearlySovietcities,132 theVtormarvis-
uals would harmoniously integrate into their environments. The choice
ofgreenandbluereferredunambiguously to thenatural resources that
recyclinghelpstopreserve.TheneutralcharacteroftheHelveticatype-
face underscored the individualised styling of the Vtormar logo, which
includedtwoRussian letters ‘R’ (Cyrillic ‘P’).Whilethediagonalsof the
two R-letters instilled a sense of movement that caught the eye, it also
carriedasymbolicmeaning.Theoppositionofthetwoidenticalgraphic
elementswith twodifferentcolours signified thechangeofamaterial’s
qualityintherecyclingprocess,whiletherepetitionitselfsymbolisedsec-
ondaryuse,thusillustratingtheslogan‘Wasteintoprofit’.133Thecurved
semi-ovaloutlineoftheRadditionallyalludedtothemeaningofrecycling
asqualitativechangeratherthanmererepetition.TheLeningradershad
quite possibly been inspired by the famous recycling logo from 1970
designedbyAmericandesignerGaryAnderson.

As themainproducerof recyclingpropaganda, theKochugov team
offeredaninteractivemobileexhibition,themainpurposeofwhichwasto
stimulate‘activeperceptionandinstantchallengingofone’spreconceived
notions and, eventually, generate conscious attitudes to the [recycling]
problemingeneralandthedeliveryofsecondaryresourcesinparticular’.
Theoptimalformforsuchanexhibitionwouldbean‘activitybook’pro-
ducedbyfoldingscreens,madefromcorrugatedfibreboard,representing
the ‘expressive world of secondary resources’. Proceeding through the
four parts of the exhibition – ‘Consumption’, ‘Pollution’, ‘Vtormar ser-
vices’and ‘The resultsof recycling’–avisitorwouldabsorb thestate’s
economic and ecological objectives – a soft, implicit propaganda. The
emotionaleffectofthis ‘journey’wouldbeachievedthroughspatialand
colourdynamics.Avisitorwouldproceedfromdarkstandstoadullgrey
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cube, to a ‘sterile white-and-green volume’ and, finally, to a vivid, col-
our-burstingenvironment.This rite de passageof sortswouldplace the
visitorinthepositionofafolkherowhosuccessfullyovercomeschallenges
(environmental threat and economic disaster) and ends up ‘pleasantly
discoveringhercapacitytomaketherightchoiceandjoyfullyrealisethis
choice’smultiplebenefits’.134However,becausethis‘rightchoice’would
bepredesigned,itwouldbeanythingbutfree.AstheVtormarprojectsug-
gests,thefreedomofconsumerchoicehadtobesacrificedforthesakeof
environmentalprotectionandsustainableeconomy.

In1985–86theVtormardesignprogrammeledtoarecyclingexper-
iment in Beltsy, the third largest city in the Moldovan Soviet Socialist
Republic (withapopulationof143,000).Thiscityhadawell-developed
industry and transport infrastructure with a stable, heterogeneous pop-
ulation,andhadsupposedlyalreadyprovedresponsivetopublicservice
innovations. Itwasconsideredaconvenientground for testing thenew
recyclingapproach.TheprojectwasapprovedbyVIVR, theadministra-
tions of secondary resources of the State Provision Committees of the
USSRandMoldovanSSR,andtheAll-UnionandMoldovantrustsofsec-
ondaryresourcesmanagement.Whereasthematerialrewardsprogramme
forpaperrecyclingresultedinthedeliveryofamere25percentofpaper
scraps to collecting stations according to the report produced by VIVR
(cited by the Kochugov team),135 the Vtormar programme promised to
raisethefiguresbyprovidingthepopulationwithalltheearliermentioned
conveniencesforseparatecollectionofdifferentwastes.Postofficersand
volunteerschoolchildrendistributedpaperorplasticcollectorstohouse-
holds; some of the collection bags doubled as calendars. Differentiated
waste containers were to be permanently set up at rubbish dumps (in
olderdistricts)orperiodicallyatentrancestostaircases(intheareaswith
high-risebuildings), aswell asatdifferenturban junctions: inparks,at
bus stops,nearkiosksand indepartment stores.Thesecontainers’ col-
ours and logos would make them stand out from the urban landscape.
Additionally,thedesignersbelievedthat‘theirconstantpresenceinsight
willbeanadditionalvisualreminderofthescaleandsignificanceofthe
experiment’.136Beforeintegratingtheseeverydayrecyclingfacilitiesinto
thedomesticandurbanfabric,theorganisinginstitutionsplannedabroad
advertising campaign through mass media and a city festival with the
extensiveuseofsupergraphics.137Thedesignersalsodevelopedspecial
equipment for collecting stations and uniforms for collecting services
employees.Kochugov’steamenthusiasticallyanticipatedtheresultsofthe
Beltsyexperiment,wherecitizenswouldbeactiveparticipantsandshow
their pure enthusiasm for recycling, ‘unspoiled’ by material incentives.
However, there is currently no published or archival evidence available
regardingthesuccess–orfailure–ofthisambitiousinitiative.Inanycase,
Vtormarneverbecameaneffective,nationwiderecyclingprogramme,and
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4.9 Dmitrii Kochugov et al., design programme Vtormar (‘Secondary material resources’), 
experimental implementation, 1984.
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theapproachingperestroika shiftedtherecyclingproblemtothemargins
ofthestate’sagenda.Ultimately,Vtormarfellintotheranksofthemany
forgottenvisionaryprojects,suchastheDomesticInformationMachine.
Thatsaid,theideaofrecyclinginfrastructurethatwasintegratedyetvis-
uallystrikingmaybeofusetotoday’senvironmentalactivistsinRussia.

Conclusion

ForSovietdesignprofessionals, theBrezhneverawasmarkedbyactive
statesponsorshipforaprojectdirectedatsolvingthetwincrisisofineffec-
tiveproductionandfrustratedconsumers.Thenotionoftheenvironment,
borninthelate1960soutofthecrisisoffunctionalism(theanti-functionalist
turn, as design theorist Leonid Pereverzev called it), became the most
promisingtoolforimprovingthematerialcultureofthepresentandthe
future.Theenvironmentalapproachtodesignofferedasolutionbothto
thestate’sgoalofoptimisingindustrialproductionandtothedesigners’
interestinthelegacyoftheRussianavant-gardeandthe1970sWestern
socio-politicalcritiquesofdesign.Thedisenchantmentwithobject-based
functionalismhaddevelopedinparallelwiththeroutinedesignofhouse-
holdobjects.However,thelattertendedtorelyonrisingsocialvaluessuch
asthediversityoftastes,interestinantiques,andthesearchforspiritual
fulfilment in the domestic environment. Furthermore, the notion of the
environmentwasextendedtosignifytheproblematicinteractionbetween
natureandtheworldofcommodities.Asaresult,theenvironmentalthreat
ofconsumptionwasrecognisedbythestateanddesignprofessionalsnot
onlyasahazardofcapitalismbutalsoastherealityofsocialistsocieties.
Thisnewunderstandingoftheobject–environmentrelationshipnecessi-
tatedanimportantdesigntask,andrecyclingbecameanimportantpart
of VNIITE’s agenda. In the late 1970s the nationwide recycling system
provedtobeahighlyrelevanttopicforthenewformatofVNIITE’swork:
designprogrammes.Combiningmaterialandvisualelements,andrelying
on the Russian avant-garde’s legacy and contemporary Western design
ideas, the Leningrad design team produced an impressive programme
that revealed thebroadecological implicationsofasocialisthousehold.
Predictably,however,thisprogrammeprovedtobetooambitiousforthe
stateoftheSovieteconomyatatimeofchangingpoliticalleadershipafter
Brezhnev’sdeathin1982,andwaslaterobscuredbytheurgentgoalsof
perestroika.
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5
A new production culture and non-commodities

AfterthetwoturnsinSovietmaterialandvisualculture–theKhrushchev-
eraaestheticturn andthemid-1960santi-functionalistturn – Sovietmate-
rialculturebecameasiteofgreatpluralityanddiversity,otherwiserarely
associated with the Brezhnev era. Whereas VNIITE theorists explored
thepossibilitiesofflexibleanduser-sensitivesystemicdesigning,asthe
precedingchapterhasdiscussed,thecriticsandpractitionersofdecora-
tiveartchoseself-reflectionastheirforemostprofessionalstrategy.

Thischoicehadtwoimportantconsequences.First,decorativeartists
gravitated further towardsmorecomplex forms.Whilebetweenthe late
1950sandearly1960sappliedartistsexpectedtheArtists’Uniontofacil-
itatetheproductionof‘simpleandneatobjects’,1andcriticssaw‘beauty
insimplicity’,2anewviewwasexpressedbeginningaround1963thatnow
‘everythingismuchmorecomplicated’.3Bythe1970s,thecomplexityof
materialobjectsbecamenotonlyundeniablebutalsowelcome.Evaluating
the 1970 All-Union Decorative Art Exhibition in Moscow, dedicated to
Lenin’s100thbirthday,theeditorialteamofDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR 
noted the exhibition artists’ skill in solving ‘complex, and sometimes
deliberately complicated tasks’.4 If at this point 1960s neodecorativism
wasoftenstillseenbycriticsasacreativelaboratoryformass-produced
objects,1970sdecorativeartaffirmedthesocialvalueofcomplexdesigns,
hardlyadoptableformassproduction.Simplicitylostitsstatusasauniver-
salvalueinsocialistmaterialcultureandceasedtobeanecessarycharac-
teristicofacomradelyobject.

Theincreasingdistancefrommassproductionwasmotivatedbythe
professionalambitiontoelevatedecorativeart tothelevelofphilosoph-
ical exploration, tomake it a forum fordiscussing theuniversalhuman
conditionlikeanyotherfieldofart.Asintheearly1950s,artistsworking
withceramic,glass, textilesandothermaterialsdemandedthat theybe
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recognisedasproperartists.Thistime,however,theirargumentdidnot
hingeontheindispensabilityoftheobjectstheydesignedtopeople’sdaily
lives,butontherichpotentialofthematerialtoexpresscomplexideas–
the artists proposed a non-utilitarian materiality. A ceramic artist could
nowbelikeasculptoror,evenbetter,apainter;ceramicsweremorepow-
erfulandeloquentthanthetraditionalmaterialsoffineart.Thisnewargu-
ment echoed contemporary discussions of decorative arts and crafts in
theUnitedKingdom.AccordingtoJudyAttfield,professionalcraftspeople
oftenrebrandedtheirworkas‘appliedart’or‘decorativeart’inthe1970s,
hoping togainpublicacceptance for theirworkasart. ‘To thosecritics
whosawcraftasaretreat frominnovation,modernismandprogressive
design,thebidwastoelevateitsstatusbyredefiningcraftworkasa“crea-
tive”artand“craftspeople”asdesigner-makerswiththerightofentryinto
thecircleofrespectabilityenjoyedbyfineartists.’5Althoughthisambition
remainedunrealised,Britishdecorativeartsdidachievesomeprestigeas
amiddle-classprofessionthroughthegrowthofdegreecoursesonceram-
ics, woodwork, plastics, jewellery and metalwork. In the Soviet Union,
however,thedecorativeartistdidnotwantamiddle-classstatus–officially
stillnon-existentinSovietsociety–butratheryearnedtoentertheintelli-
gentsiaandtakepartinitstraditionalroleasaneducatedsub-community
cultivating critical attitudes in society. While not openly criticising the
Sovietsystemandnottakingthedissidentpath,decorativeartistsinthe
Brezhneveranavigatedthemuddywatersoflatesocialistculturalpolicy
inordertomakeadifferenceinSovietaestheticsandconsumerculture
throughtheirmasteryofmaterials.Theyattemptedtomaketheirobjects
saymorethantheofficialvisionofdecorativeartallowed.Theyaspiredto
createmuchmorethanjustcommodities.

This chapter examines the development of non-utilitarian objects
in the changing political, economic and social climate of the Brezhnev
era. It begins by examining the mass redefining of Soviet material and
visualcultureata timewhenmanyonceconsideredrigid linesblurred:
between arts, between types of objects and between modes of creative
work. Further, this chapter addresses a recurrent and painful problem,
firstclearlyformulatedbytheRussianavant-garde:theroleoftheartistin
industryandmassproduction.Thefirstsectionwillfocusonaninterview
seriesconductedbytheDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR teamin1973withart-
ists,engineersandadministratorsatseveralSovietfactoriesthatproduced
householdobjects.Then,proceedingtothemid-1970s,thischapterwill
discussdesignprofessionals’investigationofthemessagesthat‘talkative’
objectsconveyedtoexhibitionviewersandtoeverydayusers.Finally,the
chapterwilloutlinethecaseofaLeningradgroupofceramicartists,One
Composition,activefrom1977to1986,astheyexemplifythemajorinquir-
iesandpreoccupationsindecorativeartoftheBrezhnevera–mostofall,
itsanti-commoditystance.
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Celebrating clashes

Fromthemid-1960s,theAll-Unionexhibitionsofdecorativeartbecame
forumsforlivelyprofessionaldebatesaboutthesocial/economicrespon-
sibilityofartistsasmuchasabouttheaestheticcriteriaofart.The1968
exhibitionpromptedaclashofopinionsbetweenartistsandcritics:while
some, such as Iurii Gerchuk, sensed the imminent crisis of decorative
art,others–forexample,NonnaStepanian,LiudmilaKramarenko,Kirill
MakarovandBorisSmirnov–attemptedtoreclaimthevalueofdecora-
tioninpost-industrialsociety.Theprofessionalcommunityofdecorative
artspecialistswelcomedthisclashasclearlybeingapositive,productive
development,andDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR repeatedlypropagatedthis
idea.At the roundtableof the1968exhibition,Belarusiandesignerand
criticOlegSurskiirefutedsomeofhiscolleagues’worriesthattherecon-
siderationofaestheticidealsbringschaosandharmtoart:

Probably,whatishappeningisaverydeepinsightintoacertainnew,sharper,
probablymoreextravagantaestheticpattern.Wearelearningsubtletiesthat
wehavemissedinacrystal-clearsystem[ofmodernistaesthetics].Inthecur-
rentdisarrayandvacillation,wecannoticenewconnections,anewstructure,
andnewartisticpossibilities.6

By the next All-Union decorative art exhibition, held in the spring
of1970 in thepremisesof theUSSRAcademyofArtsanddedicated to
Lenin’s100thbirthday,perpetualconfusionandindecisionwerebroadly
recognised as legitimate facts of Soviet artistic life, mostly due to the
policyof Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR. Reportingonthe1970exhibition,
oneeditorial inDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR deliberatelyaddressedpro-
fessionalsofdifferentpersuasions,believingthata‘clashofopinionswill
helpwithclarifyingthecruxofthematter’.7Notably,theseprofessionals
includedbothcriticsandartists,whoseviewonthefutureofdecorativeart
variedaccordingtotheirdifferentpositionsinrelationtoit.Withregard
todecorative artistswhowere active from the late1960s to the1980s,
theirattitudetocriticalconceptsanddebatesrangedfromtheindulgent
(‘letthemtalktheirtalk,whilewedotheactualwork’)tothescepticaland
evendismissive.8However,duringthe1970s,Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR 
oftengatheredartistsandcriticstogetherbypublishingtheiropinionsin
onesectionof the journal,or inpersonat roundtables. In the longdis-
cussionofthe1970exhibitionthatoccupiedthemajorityofDekorativnoe 
Iskusstvo SSSR’sSeptemberissue,theartists’wordsappearedonthevery
firstpages,beforegivingwaytothecritics.Thiscontrapositionsignalled
theradicalisationofthepost-Stalinaestheticregimeofarts,basednotonly
onequalisingdifferentarts,butontheconstanttensionandclashbetween
different opinions in search of new material forms and new symbolic
meanings.
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Severalparticipants inthe1970exhibitionexpressedtheirviewson
the urgent practical and conceptual problems of Soviet decorative art
andthemassproductionofhouseholdgoodsinresponsetoDekorativnoe 
Iskusstvo SSSR’s interviews.IuriiZhul’ev,theheadartistoftheVosstanie
glassfactoryinChudovo,Novgorodoblast’,contributedtotheexhibition
withhisutilitarian services–clean forms,easily reproducible, intended
foreverydayuse.Thougha‘manofindustry’,henonethelessadmittedto
beingsusceptibletofashion,‘likeallartists’,anddriventowardscreating
‘useless’ objects, such as ‘a still life in glass’. Justifying this desire, he
referredto the ‘theorists’who ‘arguethatdecorativeness isalsoa func-
tion’:thus,insteadofdismissingthecritics’vocabulary,theartistadopted
it strategically to make sense of his move beyond simply serving the
productionline.9Thisalternatefunctionwas,accordingtoZhul’ev’srea-
soning,acreativeresponsetotheproblemofbackwardtechnology:‘We
cannothaveanydesignuntilweget[proper]machines.’Whilethemass
productionofhouseholdobjectswashamperedbytechnologicalflawsin
Sovietfactories,artistscouldaffectsocietybypresentingtheunexpected,
theunusual,byproducinga‘strongimpression’.Thisimpression,inturn,
couldbeproducedbymetamorphosesofmateriality,suchasusingone
materialtoimitateanother(e.g.makingglasslooklikemetalthroughgild-
ing)orcontrastingdifferentmaterials inoneartwork.Zhul’evespecially
notedjewellerybyanEstonianJutaPaas-Aleksandrova,theheadartistof
theRusskieSamotsvety factory inLeningrad.Hercombinationofmetal
andfurmadeZhul’evthinknotonlyabouttheMonomakh’scap,afamous
RussianmedievalcrownstoredattheKremlinArmoury,butalsoofMeret
Oppenheim’s ‘Object’ (‘Breakfast in Fur’ 1936) – a fur-covered teacup,
saucerandspoonthatcaughtZhul’ev’sattention‘inthecatalogueofsome
foreignexhibition’.Although,toZhul’ev,Oppenheim’sworklooked‘some-
whatvulgar’,hebelievedsuchaprovocativeuseofmaterialswasaneces-
sarystagetopassforSovietdecorativeart.10

Otherartists’voices,presentedby Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR,echo
this anticipation of bolder techniques. The glass artist team of Galina
Antonova, Svetlana Riazanova and Antonina Stepanova admitted that
designinghouseholdobjectsforfactoryproductiondidnotallowthem‘to
saymuch’.Theworkonuniquecompositionsforpublicinteriors,onthe
otherhand,gavemoreroomforexpression.Thetriopreferredcreating
objects that were not ‘habitually classifiable’, but, instead, ‘decorative,
festive and surprising’.11 The notion of festivity came to the fore in an
interview with the exhibition’s ‘star’, Boris Smirnov. He noted that the
shiftfromasceticismtodecorativenessinSovietmaterialculturewas,on
theonehand,partoftheinternationaltrendtowardscomplexityindesign
aesthetics,and,ontheother,aresponsetotheofficialmandatetodesign
festivalstocelebratethe50thanniversaryoftheBolshevikRevolutionin
1967andLenin’s jubilee. ‘Forthreeyearswe,Sovietpeople,havebeen
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saturatedwithcelebratorymood.We[decorativeartists]havebeencon-
cernedlesswithhouseholdobjectsforeverydaylifeandmorewithobjects
forexhibitions.’However,thiswasnotamisfortune,Smirnovcontinued,
inresponsetosomeworriedartcriticssuchasIuriiGerchukandTatiana
Semenova.Rather,thiswasanachievement.Thefrustrationofanexhibi-
tionviewer,unabletofindtheexhibitedobjectsinmassproduction,was
nottheartists’fault,buttheresultof‘subsidiarycircumstances’,Smirnov
claimed. By ‘subsidiary circumstances’, he evidently meant the rigidity
oftheplannedeconomyandthelackofpropertechnologytoadequately
adaptartists’innovativedesignsintomassproduction.

As was discussed in Chapter 3, Smirnov used the forms of every-
dayobjectsnot forpracticalusefulnessbut fordefamiliarisation (acon-
ceptheborrowedfromtheliterarytheoristVictorShklovsky,thoughnot
explicitly).Designingteapotswithsolderedlidsorvesselsconjoinedwith
humanandanimalfigures,asinhislatestcomposition‘Man,Horse,Dog
andBird’,Smirnov intended todefamiliarise the formsof commodities,
to cause the viewer to reconsider household objects – vases, teapots,
etc.–asthingsfullofsymbolicmeaning.Inconstructingthesemeanings,
Smirnov emphasised, matter was important: the transparency of glass
allowed him to ‘defamiliarise ordinary daily collisions, to inspire think-
ing’.12LikeZhul’ev,Smirnovreferredtotheexampleofpre-warWestern
modernistart,althoughasantithesisratherthanasinspiration.AWestern
readymadeartist, suchas, forexample,ManRaywithhis1921Gift (an
ironwiththirteenthumbtacks),was,accordingtoSmirnov,just‘kidding
around’,not expectinga serious response from theviewer.Meanwhile,
Smirnov’s teapots referenced the images of nineteenth-century Russian
tea-drinkinginmerchanthomesandtaverns,describedbytheplaywright
NikolaiOstrovskyandpainterBorisKustodiev,thusappearingasallusions
to the material culture of the past, not simply trivial objects.13 Smirnov
refusedtorecognisethattheDadaistsandSurrealistsalsorescuedhouse-
holdobjectsfromthebanalityofeverydaylife,asBillBrownarguesinhis
‘ThingTheory’.14

Whereastheartisticvoicesinthe1970exhibitionseemedtocelebrate
‘useless’formsandsurpriseinunison,theopinionsofthecriticsvaried.
IuriiOsmolovskii,anarthistorianspecialisinginpainting,admittedthat,
inspiteofhisinsufficientexpertiseindecorativeart,hecouldseetheloss
ofits‘democratic-and-vitalbasis’thathadbeennolessthanthe‘artistic
intervention into human habitat’. Exhibited in glass cases, the contem-
poraryobjectswerealienated,non-belonginganddevoidofaconsumer,
Osmolovskiicomplained.15Thisalienation,however,wasexplainednotas
anagencyofobjectsbeyondconsumerculture–athing-power,asJane
Bennettwoulddescribeit–butbytheovergrownartisticego.Theartists
nowaddressedtheirobjectsnottoconsumersbuttoexhibitions,thatis,
tothemselvesforthepurposesofself-promotion:‘Today,lookingatacup,
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wethinknot“whatacup!”but“whatanartist!”.’16Additionally,evenifthis
cup–orvase,orteapot–isusedtoexpressaphilosophyofthenewevery-
dayness(filosofiiu	novogo	byta),theyfailtodosobecausetheyaredevoid
ofafunctionalform.AccordingtoOsmolovskii’slogic,aperfectlyuseful
teapotcanadequatelyexpressmoderneverydayness,butateapotwitha
solderedlidcannot–whenanobject‘istryingtostopbeinganobject’,it
getsstuckbetweenfunctionalityand‘purethought’,makingnosense.17

IuriiGerchukspokewithsimilarscepticism,reiteratinghiscriticism
from the previous year. Like Osmolovskii, he warned about the aliena-
tionofobjectsfromconsumptionandcomparedthelatestexhibitionsof
decorativearttoquasi-theatricalplays.Thinkingofanobjectasatheatre
prop,anartistimaginesaconsumerasamask,orevenarangeofdifferent
masks,andsoconsumption turns intoamasquerade.Thisworkcannot
beseriousandconsistent:‘Maybetomorrowwe’llwishtotryyetanother
costume.’ The rhythmic structure of these theatrical objects reminded
Gerchuk of the fin-de-siècle art group Mir Iskusstva (World of Art) that
was inspiredbyArtNouveaudecorativism,symbolismandretrospectiv-
ism,andalsoparticularlyby theeighteenth-centuryRussianvariantsof
BaroqueandRococo.InGerchuk’sopinion,contemporarydecorativeart-
ists’retrospectivefascinationwiththeaestheticsofMirIskusstva(Iwould
call thissecond-levelretrospectivism)wasmerely ‘skimmingthecream’
fromthisheritagewithoutunderstandingitthoroughly.18

EvgeniiRozenblium,co-founderandheadoftheSenezhstudio,took
adifferentstance.Hesawaclearpurposeinseeminglyuselessobjects:
creative consumption, that is, the transfer of creative impulse from an
artisttoaconsumer.Evenifanobjectlackspracticalapplicability,itcan
satisfy ‘everyone’s need for independent creative choices’. That is, by
purchasingorevenmerelyobservinganobject,oneismakingacreative
choice.Objectsforcreativeconsumption,Rozenbliumbelieved,couldbe
equallyusefulatanexhibition,athomeoratwork:thispositionechoed
the avant-gardist object thatwould act as co-worker and life organiser.
Consequently,Rozenbliumarguedagainstthedivisionofobjectsinto‘dec-
orative’and‘utilitarian’andevenagainstthedistinctionbetween‘decora-
tiveartists’and‘designers’.Insteadoftheprofessionaldivide,Rozenblium
placedthefreedomofchoicebetweenawholerangeofthingsandtheir
uses.He identified threekindsof freedom indesigningobjects: formal,
relatingtothecreativeprocess;functional,relatingtothedifferentways
touseanobject;andpsychological,allowingboththeartistandthecon-
sumertofeeltheircreativepotential.Designingobjectsisasocialneed,
Rozenbliumargued,regardlessofmaterialwell-being.Moreover,hecon-
cluded, therewasnoneed toworryabout theproliferationofdisparate
stylisticreferences:itwasnoteclecticism,butanormalprocessofsearch-
ingforthenewprinciplesofform-giving,whichwouldeventuallyleadto
a‘newintegrity’.19
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ThefollowingcommentarydecisivelyrefutedRozenblium’soptimism.
AleksandrKamenskii, theadvocateof themonumental, simple formsof
Khrushchev-erapainting,forwhichhecoinedtheterm‘severestyle’,dis-
missedthenewdecorativeartasphilistineandathrowbacktotheStalinist
‘architectureofexcess’.Therewasnothingtotakehomefromthe1970s
exhibitions,heargued–bothfigurativelyandliterally–becauseaSoviet
personjustcannotdreamofpretentiousteapotsandthelike.Despitehis
overtcriticism,however,Kamenskiiunwittinglyacknowledgedthething-
poweroftheexhibits:theyare‘immodest’,they‘stamptheirfeet’capri-
ciously,they‘flirt’,asifavisitormust‘walkonegg-shellsaroundthem’.
These‘thing-characters’and‘thing-fetishes’didnotseem,toKamenskii,
tobecapableoffacilitatingthe‘sustainablebytofacontemporaryperson’.
Thus,contrarytoSmirnov’sproclamationofstrivingbeyondcommodity
culture,Kamenskiiviewedexperimentaldecorativeartasthemanifesta-
tionofcommodityfetishism,asapooralternativetotheuniform,prefabri-
catedmaterialenvironment.

Thisstrongstatement,inturn,wasdiscreditedbyKirillMakarov,the
foremost advocate of late 1960s neodecorativism. There are no genu-
ine reasons for rebuking artists for ‘easelism’ and ‘folderols’ (ukrashat-
el’stvo),heargued.Indefendingthisargument,however,Makarovacted
astheantithesistoRozenblium,withwhomheotherwisesharedsympa-
thyregardingthenewtendency.WhileRozenbliumstoodforthemerger
ofprofessionalactivities, forMakarovthedistinctionbetweenthemwas
important, because it justified the new experimentation with figurative-
nessandornamentation.He tried to reassurehis colleagues,whowere
worriedabout thedawnof the rigorousmodernistaesthetics, thatwhat
theywerewitnessingwasbynomeansthereturnofStalinistgrandeur:

The problem of the late 1940s–early 1950s was not the creation of unique
objects,buttheextensionoftheprinciplesofuniqueness,figurativenessand,
eventually,easel-ness[stankovosti]ontothewholesphereofdecorativeart,
includingmassproduction,whichledtosuperficialapplicationofdecoration
[prikladnichestvo]ofallsorts.

Thesituationin1970wasverydifferent,Makarovcontinued,becausenow
notonlyartcriticism,but ‘real life’demanded that therebedifferences
between unique works of decorative art and mass-producible objects.
Hisfurthersuggestiontousetheterm‘decorativeart’recalledthe1962
attempttouseitasanumbrellatermfordifferenttypesofartandcraft,20
butwasnowinformedbytheinstitutionalandconceptualchangesofthe
earlyBrezhnevyears:

Today,decorativeartappearsindifferentforms:intheformofcreatingunique
andlimited-editionobjectsofpredominantlydecorativecharacter;intheform
oftheproductsofartisticindustry;intheformofmassproduction[basedon
theprototypes]ofartisticengineering;finally,intheformoffolkandamateur
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art.Thisdifferentiationinthesphereofmaterial-artisticproductionrequiresa
differentiatingapproachtoanalysingphenomena.21

Makarov’s four-part scheme–unique/limited-edition exhibits; tradi-
tionalproductionofhousehold items fromceramics,glass, textiles,etc.
(‘artisticindustry’);industrialdesign;and,finally,folk/amateurart–was,
evidently, not another attempt at ordering terms,but a championingof
diversityinobject-making.Thiswasdifferentiationforthesakeofdiver-
sification,notforthesakeofcontrolandconstraint.Seeninthislight,his
argumentwasnotsodifferentfromRozenblium’s:intheformer,decora-
tiveartwastomergewithindustrialdesign,whileinthelatteritwasto
encompassit.Decorativeart,asasummationofdiversecreativeactivities
andproducedobjectsandasaheterogeneous ‘material-artisticproduc-
tion’,wascapableofhavingastrongimpactonsociety.Makarovbelieved
thataswellassatisfyingeverydayneeds,decorativeartcouldandshould
alsoformthem;thisiswhyheconsideredanexhibitionasimportantasa
shopwindow.Theultimatemissionofdecorativeartisthe‘transformation
of our byt’ by going above the daily routine, by diverting our attention
fromstressful tasksandchores to the ‘integraland joyfulperceptionof
theworld’,byawakening‘thememoryofthedearandintimatepast’and
by ‘directing us to the future’. The past that Makarov referred to was
definitelynotthemoralandaestheticcrimesoftheStalinera,butrather
apersonal,intimatepast,expressibleinobjectsandintactileandvisual
pleasures.Theappealtothischerishedpast,safeguardedfromcollective
trauma,iswhat,atthebeginningofthe1970s,distinguisheddecorative
artfromthedecorativismoftheStalinera.Makarov’scommentary,there-
fore,canbeseenasarehabilitationofallsortsofdecoration,eventhose
deemedexcessivebythedevoteesoftheKhrushchev-eraaestheticturn.

The idea that prototypes for industrial mass production, unique or
limited-editionexhibition-orientedobjectsandsmallseriesoftraditional
‘artisticindustries’allconstituteonecategoryof‘decorativeart’became
themainstreamattitudeinDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR intheearly1970s.
Critics identifiedcommonprinciples inall thesevariouscreativeprofes-
sions,tracinghowthesesameprincipleswereshapedintotheobjectsthey
produced.SculptorDmitriiBisti,forexample,viewedtheall-UnionYouth
Exhibitionof1972asthemanifestationofafundamentalunityofSoviet
visualculture.ThiswasthefirstSovietartexhibitiontodisplaythework
ofartistsyoungerthan35,whobelongedtotheyouthsectionoftheUSSR
Artists’Unionandhadbeenorganisedby theUnion’syouthcommittee
establishedayearearlier.22HeldintheprestigiousManegeexhibitionhall
inMoscow,theexhibitionwasremarkableduetotheunprecedentedcom-
binationofdesignprojectsanddecorative(intheolder,narrowersense)
andeaselartdisplayedtogether.Thiswaspossiblebecausetheexhibited
designprojectsbelongedtotheSenezhstudio,whichwassupervisedby
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theUSSRArtists’Union,andwaslabelled‘artisticprojecteering’,meaning
thatitwasclassifiedasconceptualdesignandnotcommissioneddesigns
tobemassproduced.Senezhstudiowasuniqueinthisregard.Adesign
project by VNIITE, an artistic-construction bureau or a factory design
service would not have been admitted into an art exhibition. However,
forBisti,asculptor,SenezhprojectsrepresentedSovietdesigningeneral
andsignalledaseamlessvisualculture;henoticednorupturesbetween
theexhibitionsections.Hisconclusionwasthatdesignandeaselartwere
basedoncommonprinciples,andassuch‘designersarenotsomespe-
cialbreedremotefromartists’,butrathercouldbetheverysamepeople
whoseeaselgraphicsortheatrepropswereondisplayinthesameexhi-
bition.Bistiarguedthatinadditiontotheconceptualinteriorsandurban
environments,asinthecaseofSenezhstudio,itwasnotpossibletodesign
everyday objects and machines without fundamental knowledge of the
basicsofvisualart.Hisencompassingunderstandingofdesignwassimilar
toMakarov’s inclusiveunderstandingofdecorativeart: itwasallactivi-
ties directed at shaping the material environment, including the home,
the street, the workplace and all public places. Such design, according
to Bisti, was based on image-conceptualisation (obraz). Designers and
easelartistsallworkwithcomposition,volume,space,andcanlearnfrom
theirrespectiveapproachestothesecategories.Bothdesignandeaselart
improvefrommutualinteractionandentanglement,andonecanbenefit
fromworkinginbothprofessions.23

At thesametimeas theyouthexhibition,another importantexhibi-
tion,‘ArtisticGlassoftheFactoriesoftheRussianFederation’,washeld
at theAcademyofArts.Thiseventalso inspiredcriticstoreflectonthe
openness and interconnectedness of Soviet visual and material culture.
AccordingtotheLeningraderNinaVasilevskaia,theanti-functionalismof
contemporaryartisticglasswasapositive tendency,appropriate for the
historicalmoment:‘Theepochwhenpersonalandsocial,theearthlyand
the cosmic, the contemporary and the historical are tightly intertwined
ineveryone’sconsciousnessdemandsanewimage-bearingstructureof
plastic arts.’ 24 The term ‘plastic arts’ included easel, monumental and
decorativeartinalltheirdiversity,asasinglevisualandmaterialsystem
carryingarangeofmeanings,fromintimatetoglobal.Theborderbetween
‘easelism’and‘monumentalism’wasdisappearing,whereasdecorativeart
couldaccommodatebothcharacteristics.Asaresult,Vasilevskaianoted,
decorativeart transmittedartists’beliefs,anditwasthis ‘sharpintellec-
tualism’,ratherthananyformalqualitiesofartworks,thatmadedecora-
tivearttrulymodern.Predictingtheirritationofsomefellowcritics,she
stressedthatthenewpermeabilityofartwasnotablydifferentthanithad
beenfor1950skitsch,whichwasexemplifiedbypoorcopiesofRepin’s
andSurikov’smasterpiecesonlacquerboxesandvases.25Thisnew‘ease-
lism’wasveryseriousandself-reflective.
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The artist as producer, the artist vs. production

AlthoughthisclashofopinionsinDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR mayseem
abstract,itessentiallyrevolvedaroundtheproblemofbringingdecorative
artclosertotherealityofSovietdailylifeandconsumerculturewithout
damagingitsartisticquality.TheconcernsofpeoplesuchasOsmolovskii,
GerchukandKamenskii didnot just stem from their stubborn visionof
decorative art as ‘applied’ and ‘utilitarian’, but from the discrepancy
betweentheBrezhnevgovernment’scelebrationofsocialistconsumption
andthesystemicfailuresofSovietlightindustrytoprovidedesiredgoods
toeveryone.PrimeMinisterAlekseiKosygin’sreformswereintendedto
boost production by introducing some flexibility and incentives for the
workers,buttheyproveduntenableandwereabandonedby1970.While
commitmenttocitizens’prosperitywasBrezhnev’sstrategytoopposethe
voluntarismofhispredecessorandmaintainhisownpopularity,thequal-
ityofconsumergoodscouldnotsteadilygrowbecauseofsystemicindus-
trialflaws,suchasoutdatedequipment,poorsupplyofmaterials,andthe
ongoingprevalenceofquantitativeplanindicatorsthatprecludedqualita-
tiveimprovement.Atthesametime,asNataliaChernyshovademonstrates
inherstudyofBrezhnev-eraconsumption,bythe1970sSovietpeoplehad
grownmorefamiliarwithWesternconsumergoodsthroughexhibitions,
films,literatureandbecauseoftheincreasingnumberofimportedgoods
fromWesternandEasternEurope,howeverlimited.Thismadethemmore
discriminatinganddemandingconsumerswhowerenotwillingtosimply
grabwhatevertheshopswereselling.Theywantedmoreandexpectedthe
governmenttobetruetoitspromises.26

GiventhischangeinSovietconsumerisminthe1970s,boldexperi-
mentsbydecorativeartistsmighthaveindeedappearedasnothingmore
than self-gratification, annoying consumers. It was clear that simple
appealstothesocialdutyofartistswouldnotchangethesituationwithout
a significant improvement in the condition of artists’ work in industry.
Therefore,theDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR editorialteamunderstoodthat
it was not enough to publish disputes among artists or to reiterate the
1920sslogan‘intoproduction’repeatedly.Intheearly1970s, itseemed
necessary instead to highlight the major tensions between artists and
other factory employees and detail the urgent problems of production,
in order to find possible solutions to the ongoing professional conflicts
atfactoriesandrenderartists’burstingcreativityactuallyusefulinmass
production.

In1970 the journalcoveredaconferenceheldasa jointeventwith
theJubileeexhibitionthatwasdedicatedtotheproblemofartisticlabour
inindustry.OrganisedbytheSovietAcademyofArts,theArtists’Union
andtheMinistryofCultureoftheUSSR,theconferencebroughttogether
artistsworkinginfactories,artcriticsandgovernmentofficialsfromvar-
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ious levels.27 Inhiswelcomingspeech, thepresidentof theAcademyof
Arts,sculptorNikolaiTomskii,broughtupthetroublingdilemmaofSoviet
decorativeart:thegeneralincreaseinartisticcreativityandthequalityof
designshad littleactualeffectonmass-producedproducts.Hemoreor
less reiterated theofficial view thatdecorative artwas creativework in
theserviceof theeconomy,according towhichnodaringdesigncould
go‘merely’toanexhibitionorbeplacedinapublicinterior.Allsuccess-
fulworksofdecorativeartmust ‘necessarilygo intoproductionandbe
availableeitherinlimitededitionorinlargecirculation’andtherebyoffer
‘everyday joyful companionship’ to people. However, this would not be
possibleuntilboththefinancialandtechnologicalprofilesofindustrywere
determinedbystylistic tendenciesandqualitystandards.Suchahierar-
chyof settings, in turn,waspossibleonlybygivingartistsmorepower
indecision-making.Thechiefartist(glavnyi khudozhnik)shouldhavethe
statusofartdirectoratafactory,equalinstatuswithatechnicaldirector.
Thepositionoftheartistinindustrymustfinallybesolidifiedbyaconsist-
entdecree,andall factoriesproducinghouseholdobjectsmust institute
anofficialpositionof ‘artist-productivist’–here,Tomskiiusedtheexact
termasithadbeenusedinthe1920s.LeonidKarateev,thesecretaryof
theArtists’Union,addedthatuniqueexperimentalworksandprototypes
formassproductionwere‘thetwoinseparablesidesofonewholeprocess
of the development of Soviet decorative art’. The glass artist Svetlana
Beskinskaiamadesomepracticalrequests:moreroomforcreativework
in factoryworkshops, the artists’ right tohave free copiesof their own
work,andregular industrialdesignexhibitions inadditiontodecorative
artexhibitions.Themainsuggestionsoftheconferencewereforwardedto
therelevantministries.28

The discussion progressed to the next stage in 1973, when the
AcademyofArtshostedanexhibitionforRussianartisticglassfactories
and theLeningradFactoryofArtisticGlasscelebrated its25thanniver-
sary. The problem of art in production now involved material, financial
andadministrativeaspects.Sincethemid-1960s,glassarthadbeenthe
leadingarenaofinnovationinSovietdecorativeartandthemostnoticea-
blematerialusedinneodecorativism.BorisSmirnov,thankstohisdaring
1960sexperimentswithsurprisinganddefamiliarisingobjects,appeared
in Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR as the driving force behind glass as an
avant-gardematerial.Whileotherglassartists,too,didreceiveattention
inthejournalinthe1960s,the1973issuespresentedforthefirsttimea
comprehensivepanoramaofartists’profileswhichincludedcurrentsocial
andeconomicchallenges.CongratulatingtheLeningradFactoryofArtistic
Glass–theleadingproducerofuniqueandlimited-editionleadglassitems
–onits25thanniversary,theDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR editorialteam
emphasised the importance of good management for maintaining effi-
cientcooperationbetweendifferentspecialists.Honouringsuchveterans
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ofthe1920sand1930sRussianavant-gardeasthepreviouslymentioned
SmirnovandEduardKrimmer, a studentofKazimirMalevich,whohad
workedforthefactorysinceitsopeningin1948,theeditorialpresented
theirworkasartistsasbeinginextricablefromtheadministrativeskillsof
thefactory’sdirectorIvanDmitrievandartdirectorEkaterinaIanovskaia.29
ItwasthankstoDmitriev’sexpertiseasaprofessionalchemist,theedito-
rialstated,thatthefactorywasapprovedbytheMinistryofTradeinthe
late1940stostartworkingonleadglassproductionthatwascostlyand
labour-intensive,butalsovisuallyimpressive.In1965Dmitrievobtained
permission for the factory to end the production of regular glassware
altogetherandbecomeaspecialisedproducerofhigh-qualityleadglass-
ware.30Thisnewspecialisationentailedthe‘steadyexpansionandupdat-
ing of the variety of goods’ and strengthened the Leningrad factory’s
traditionofclosecooperationbetweenartists,manufacturingtechnicians
andcraftspeople–glassblowers,grindersandengravers.31

TheLeningradFactoryofArtisticGlassbecamethefirstintheSoviet
glass industry to test the Kosygin reforms by introducing welfare and
bonusesforinnovationsindesignandtechnology.Asaresult,thefactory’s
productionwascompletelyupdatedbytheearly1970s,andeventhough
thegovernmentdiscontinuedthereformsontheall-Unionlevel,Dmitriev
continuedtostimulatetechnologicalandartisticmodernisationinthefac-
tory.As the art criticNikitaVoronov stated enthusiastically, ‘the artists
could [better] see theirgoalwhen their ideasbecameembodied in real
objects’–notonlyduetothegreaterfreedominplannedtargets,butalso
duetoDmitriev’sintroductionof‘creativedays’,whenartistscouldfocus
on theirexperiments,andby increasing thenumberof research trips.32
Forherpart, Ianovskaiademonstrateda strikingcombinationofartistic
andmanagerialskills,giving‘keenattentiontoeachartist’andchannel-
ling their different personalities towards commonpractical goals.33 The
cumulativeeffectofeconomic incentives, thesupport forartisticexper-
imentation, and the cooperation between different specialists made the
Leningrad Factory of Artistic Glass a role model for the Soviet artistic
industry: the factoryprovided limited-editionandmedium-scopecollec-
tions for retail tradewhilealso receivingnumerousawardsatdomestic
andinternationalexhibitions.34

ThetoneofDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR intheeditorialsuggestedthat
even though Ianovskaia and Dmitriev were outstanding managers, they
were not unique: every administrator, with due effort, could raise their
factory’sproduction to the same level of success. In themeantime, the
factory administration could boast to foreign delegations: ‘Objects that
aretrueworksofarthadbeenrecentlyconsideredexhibitionpieces,but
nowtheyareavailableforwideconsumption.’Leningradleadglass–or
‘Leningrad crystal’ – became an internationally known brand not only
throughexhibitionsbutalsothroughhigh-qualityhouseholdgoodsavail-
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ablealmosteverywhere–atleastinallmajorcities–fromUkrainetothe
RussianFarEast.Moreover,thefactoryleadershipwassuretonotethat
‘peopleinItaly,theNetherlands,SwedenandFinlandcanbuygoodswith
thelabeloftheLeningradFactoryofArtisticGlass’.35Bythetimethegov-
ernmentincreasedtheimportofgoodsinanefforttomitigatethegrowing
consumercrisis,36thepracticeofexportinggoods–eventhoughonavery
limitedscale–wasalreadyoutstandingandbenefitedthefactory’srepu-
tationwithintheSovietUnion.Whilethissuccessstorymaysoundlikea
typicalcaseofSovietexaggeration,thearchivalrecordsofaconsultation
of factory employees and trade workers in 1973 demonstrates that the
latterweresatisfiedwiththetimelysupplyandhighqualityoftheprod-
ucts,althoughtheystillidentifiedareasforfurtherimprovement.37

This success story by no means obscured the ongoing tensions
betweenartistsandotherworkersinfactories.Onthecontrary,itprovided
aconvenientopportunitytohighlightthem.Praisingthescope,diversity
andclearcompositionoftheexhibition‘ArtisticGlassoftheFactoriesof
the Russian Federation’ that had grown out of the 1970 conference on
artistsinindustry, Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR urgeditsreadersto‘think
aboutunresolvedproblems’. ‘When,at last,willglass factoriesproduce
mediumandlargeeditionsoftheobjectswhich,justlikeexhibitionitems,
demonstratethehardworkandfantasyofartists?’inquiredtheeditorial,
directly addressing the Soviet Ministry of the Industry of Construction
Materials.38

Tolendcredencetothisissue,thejournalpublishedartists’answers
toaquestionnaireitsentout–artistscurrentlyemployedatdifferentglass
factories–overseveralissuesin1973and1974.Thequestionsproceeded
fromthegeneraltotheparticular:fromthemeaningofthemedium(the
expressivepotentialofglassanditsroleinshapingtheenvironment)to
individualcreativegoals,totheartist’srelationshipwithproduction(‘How
doyoumanagetoworkbothonuniquepiecesandonprototypesformass
productionatthesametime?’),to,finally,futureplansandprojects.The
firstquestionrevealedtheaffectiverelationofanartisttohisorhermate-
rial:theintertwinedrecognitionofits‘thing-power’andthewilltomaster
it.ThisdialecticwasmadeespeciallyvividintheresponsebyAdolfKurilov,
anartistat the famousGus’Khrustal’nyi factory (Vladimiroblast):glass
‘canbe cut,moulded, faceted, etched, blown, engraved, glued, frosted,
andfusedwithceramics;onecanpaintoveritwithabrushanddrawon
itwithcarbidepencil…Itcanbeopaque,transparent,colouredandcol-
ourless.Idonotknowwhatothermaterialhasequalcapabilities.’Glass
‘intrudes’intotheenvironmentas‘boldly’asdowood,metalandceramics,
andcaneventuatenotonlyasdinnerwareorwindows,butas‘entirewalls
and skyscrapers’. Here Kurilov alluded to the strong utopianism of the
Russianavant-garde,revivedduringtherecentobsessionwithmodernist
clarityandtransparency.
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Otherresponsesfeaturemoreintimateandless‘corporeal’visionsofthe
material:accordingtotheLeningradfactoryartistAknuniiAstvatsaturian,
glassisan‘amazinglypoeticmaterial’thatcantakeanyform,whileforthe
MoscowartistSvetlanaBeskinskaia,glasswasthemediumfortransmit-
tingone’sthoughtsandfeelings.39BorisSmirnov,whowasusuallyvery
attentivetothesensoryqualitiesofglass,gaveastrikinglyanthropocentric
answer:glassbyitselfisnomorespecialthananyothermaterial,because
itisalwaystheartistwhohastheupperhandandwhomuststay‘above’
thematerial.

When it came to the ‘unique vs. mass-produced’ dilemma, all the
responsesleanedtowardssomesortofcompromise.ForKurilov,thedesign
ofmassprototypeswas‘labour’,whileuniqueworksweretheexpression
of‘asoulsinging’.Whenthesoulisoutofsongs,anartistshouldturnto
massovka(aratherpejorativetermformassproduction).So,accordingto
Kurilov,massproductionwasnotanobledutybutaconstantobligation.
He added, however, that productionplans sometimes interrupt creative
work on unique pieces, pressing an artist to resort to mass-producible
prototypes.Thiswouldobviouslymeansilencingthesingingsoul.40

Otherresponses,though,weremorepositivetowardsprototypesfor
massproduction.SvetlanaBeskinskaia, thechiefartistof theGlavsteklo
(Main Administration of the Glass Industry) at the Soviet Ministry of
Industrial Construction Materials and the secretary of the board of the
SovietArtists’Union,characterisedtheworkofafactory-employedartist
asa‘single,seamlessprocess’:

Whenworkingonauniquepiece,Ifindnewsolutionsformassobjects.The
workonamassobject[massovoi veshch’iu]isanecessarytrainingofcreativity,
andtherigidityofthefactoryconditionschargesandactivatesthethinking.I
considerproductionthebestandonlybasisforthetruetemperingofanartist.

Using thepopular termfromthe1920s–1930s– ‘tempering’ (zakalka)–
BeskinskaiapresentedamodernisedversionofthemythoftheNewSoviet
Person shapedbyhardworkandeducation.41This argument,however,
waslessmotivatedbypersonalbeliefsandmorebyBeskinskaia’sstatus
at Glavsteklo, which she headed in 1966 and wherein she initiated the
‘Resolutiononartistsintheglassindustry’thatsecuredbenefitsforartists
andgavethemaccesstoresearchtrips.Dedicatedtostrengtheningties
betweenartistsandtechnicalworkersinfactories,42Beskinskaianeeded
topresentindustrialproductionasbeneficialandevennecessaryforone’s
growthasanartist.Sheevenstatedthatherdreamwastofindanendto
theseeminglyinterminabledebateover‘massvs.unique’.Beskinskaiahad
belongedtothestaffof theDiat’kovoglassfactory(Brianskoblast).Her
colleagueatthisfactory,ViktorShevchenko,secondedheropiniononthe
indivisibilityofuniqueandmass-producibleobjects indesign: ‘Ibelieve
anartistwhocannotestablishgoodrelationswithproductionisalsoinca-
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pableofsolvingthesimplestcreativetask.’Likewise,StepanMoiseenko,
an artist from an older generation at the Vosstanie factory (Chudovo,
Novgorod oblast’), optimistically noted that what is unique today can
becomemassproduction tomorrow,claiming thathealwaysworkedon
uniquepieceswithmass-reproducibilityandbroadavailabilityinmind.43

Aparticularlynoteworthypartofthisdiscussionwastherelationship
between artists and industrial workers, who, possibly alluding to the
1920s,wereoftencalled‘productivists’(proizvodstvenniki).Manyartists
calledforclosercooperation.LeidaJurgen,oneofacohortofEstonian
artistswhohad joined theLeningradFactoryofArtisticGlass in1955,
argued that only a team of specialists from various professional back-
groundscouldsuccessfully solve theproblemsofartisticglassproduc-
tion.TheMoscowartistVladimirFilatovcalledforbuildingarelationship
ofartistswithindustryonthebasisof ‘mutualrespectandunderstand-
ing of [common] interests, aims and needs’. Smirnov, who worked in
many different areas of art and design simultaneously, acknowledged
glassblowing as the truest embodiment of creativity. He described his
cooperativeworkwithaglassbloweras ‘themost interesting:this isan
exceptionalopportunity todirectlyandnaturallyenrichartby incorpo-
rating theartistryof theglassblower,naïveand free,untouchedby the
informational chaos from different channels, from which an artist has
nomeansofrelief’.Thisromanticisationofacraftsperson’sunalienated
labour,freefromthebaggageofarttheory,maybeseenascondescend-
ingratherthanrespectful.However,itdoesmaketheglassblowermore
visible in theprofessionaldiscussion. Inherculturalhistoryofglass in
Russia, Julia Chadaga analyses glassblowing in new materialist terms,
asa siteof affinitybetween thehumanbodyand thematerial, of ‘cor-
poreal associations’ that glass often produces. She cites the historian
IsobelArmstrongwho‘juxtaposestheinvisibilityoftheglassblowerwith
theunseenbubblesleftintheglassastracesoftheworker’sbreath,his
presence’.44

ForSmirnov, thiscorporealpresenceofaglassblower, symbolically
presented inhis1961–62 ‘Glassblower’s triptych’ (figure3.2),was, ina
way,superiortotheintellectualismoftheartist,butonlyincombination
could the twobeused toproducehigh-qualityobjects.Even though,as
criticAllaPavlinskaianoted,Smirnovalways insistedthathewas ‘nota
glassartistbutanartist’(ne stekol’shchik, a khudozhnik),healsowascon-
tinuouslyfascinatedbyfolk,amateurand‘primitive’art,asisapparentin
his1970bookArtist on the Nature of Things.45 Inherarticlecelebrating
Smirnov’s70thbirthday,Pavlinskaiaregardedthisallegedcontradiction
asasignofhisprofessionalstrength:‘Thesimplicityandnaivetyoffolkart
lookssurprisingintheworksofsuchanintellectualartist.Butthisfascina-
tionisnotaccidental,anditisdevoidofartificialityandstylisation,which
are so frequently found in today’sart.’46Theembraceof folk simplicity
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madeSmirnov’swork,asitwere,immunefromthe‘capriciousness’that
alarmedquiteafewartcriticsatthetime.

Afterquoting factoryartistswhohadparticipated in the1973glass
show, Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR dedicated an entire issue (October
1973)totheproblemofthemassproductionofhouseholdobjects.This
specialissuewasopenedbyanarticlebytheVNIITEdesigntheoristLeonid
Pereverzev.Thearticlebeganbyassertingtheimportanceofthing-power:

thereadyobjects,likeallotherproductsofhumanactivity,gainrelativeinde-
pendenceandstartlivingbytheirownprinciples.Peoplehavetocomplywith
theseprinciplesaslongastheyhavenopossibilitytochangethestructureof
the artefactualworld [veshchnoho mira] in thedirection theyfinddesirable
andnecessary.

However,Pereverzevwenton,thestructureofhuman–objectinterrelations
dependsonacomplexnetworkoffactors,includingindividualandgroup
identity, social status, and production conditions and economic goals.
Moreover,whilemanyartistswerepraisinghandicraftasmoresymboli-
callypotentthanmassproduction,onlythelattercanbethe‘mainsource
ofobjects’inthecontemporaryworld.Whileacknowledgingtheflawsof
Sovietindustry,whichoftenrefusedtoacceptnewprototypes,Pereverzev
cautionedreadersagainstblamingoutright ‘engineer-productionists’ for
thepoorqualityofSovietgoods.‘Instead’,hesuggested,‘weshouldaskif
artistsanddesignersrecognisetheirshareofresponsibilityforthedefor-
mationandde-aesthetisationofthecontemporaryartefactualworld,and
if they use all their knowledge, skills and capacities to solve this prob-
lem.’Readilyassumingtheroleofamisunderstoodgenius,factoryartists
overlook ‘the fundamentally different means of form-giving, hidden in
technology’. Closer contact with engineers and ‘dialogue and coopera-
tionwithup-to-date industrial technology’wasnecessary forartistsand
designerstomakesubstantialcontributionstomodernculture,Pereverzev
concluded. His article implicitly acknowledged thing-power not only as
the(relative)self-sufficiencyofobjects-as-things,butalsoasthepowerof
technologyinguidingadesigner.47

The following pages of the issue featured an editorial statement
arrangedina‘ladder’fashion,akintoearlieravant-gardistmanifestosand
futuristpoetry:

TODAY
THETASK

ISFORMULATED
ASFOLLOWS:

TOINCLUDETHEMACHINE
INTHECIRCLEOF

HABITUAL
ARTISTIC
MEANS
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ALONGWITHTHEBRUSH
THECHISEL

THEPOTTER’SWHEEL;
TOPROVE

THAT
AMACHINE-MADE

MASS-PRODUCEDOBJECT
CANBE

ONAPARWITH
HANDMADEOBJECTS.48

As the editorial team explained following this statement, it refuted the
commonbeliefofartiststhattheproductionprocess‘spoils’theirdesigns,
arguingthattheartistisnotthesoleauthoroftheobject–heorsheshares
thisrolewiththefactorydirectors,techniciansandcraftspeople.‘Onthe
way to the consumer’, theeditorial explained, ‘theobject acquiresnew
authors,who leave their imprinton it.’Perhapsunwittingly, theeditors
invokedtheconceptof ‘thebiographyoftheobject’madebytheavant-
garde theorist Sergei Tretiakov in 1929: an object passing through the
handsofarangeofpeopleactsasameasureoftheircollectiveemotions
andthedynamicsofsocialrelations.49Alatesocialistobjectwasaproduct
ofawholecollectiveandaparticipantitselfincooperativelabour.

Theeditorial’semphasisonhowmultipleauthorsleavetheirimprint
onanobjectwasalsoclosetoatheoryproposedbythedesignhistorian
KjetilFallan:anobject’soriginalscript,devisedbyadesigner,changesin
theprocessofproduction.50Thenotionofascriptoriginallycamefromthe
sociologistMadeleineAkrich,whoarguedthatdesigners ‘inscribe’ their
visionoftheworldinthetechnicalcontentofobjectstheydesign.Fallan
suggestsnotlimiting‘script’totechnicalcontent,butratherseeingitas
thedesigner’sintentions,including‘utilitarianfunctions,aestheticexpres-
sions,socialmeaningsandculturalidentities’.Thusunderstood,thescript
doesnotdefinetheobjectforitsentirelifespan:‘thereisalwaysthechance
thattheactorsdonotplaytherolethedesignersascribetothem’.51Fallan
furtherdiscussesmediationandconsumptionasthesiteswherethescript
undergoeschangesandchallenges.ThearticlesinDekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
SSSR,however,suggestthat,evenbeforeanobjectreachestheretailtrade
its script is significantly modified by technicians and engineers. Those
workers, the editorial team wrote, do not try to take away authorship
fromdecorativeartistsanddesigners,but insteadwouldname industry
astherealauthorofobjects.52Inthisunderstanding,thepowerdynamics
of the factoryunfoldbetweennon-humanagents: industry, enforcedby
moderntechnology,producesobjectsformassconsumption,whilepeople
fromdifferentprofessionsshouldadjusttheirplansandambitionstothis
process.Moreprecisely,modernindustryhereplaysthetwinroleoftool
and guide. Accordingly, rather than sticking to the pitiful position of a
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misunderstoodgenius,thedecorativeartistordesignershouldmodernise
theirattitudestoseethemachineastheirmaininstrumentandthewhole
ofindustryastheirworkshop.Industrywouldthenbeableto‘understand
itsgoalsaesthetically’,movingpastsimpleproductionquotastomanufac-
tureobjectsthatwouldcomprisetherealworldofhigh-qualitygoods.53

To illustrate their argument about the central role of technology in
shapingobjectsofmassconsumption, theeditorialstaffofDekorativnoe 
Iskusstvo SSSR wentintoproduction,collectingjointinterviewswithart-
ists, administrators, engineers, technicians and craftspeople. The first
published interviewrelated toglass– thematerial thathadbeen in the
spotlightinartanddesigncriticismandwasattheforefrontofnewdesign
tendencies.SvetlanaBeskinskaia,thechiefartistatGlavsteklo,spokewith
BorisPozin–Glavsteklo’sdeputydirectorandtheheadof thePlanning
DepartmentattheUSSRMinistryofIndustrialConstructionMaterials–on
behalfof Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR.Noting thatglassproductionwas
developingexponentiallyandthatthenumberoffactorieswasgrowing,
PozinemphasisedthatthegoaloftheSovietglassindustrymustbetopro-
ducemoregoods‘atahighartisticlevelandinasingleaestheticmode’.
Toachievethisgoal,factoriesmustprovideartistswithtimeslotsfor‘per-
sonalcreativity’,sothattheycanworkonuniqueexhibitionitemsandthus
polishtheirskillsandbemoreefficientformassproduction.Thoughshe
laudedPozin’sintentions,Beskinskaiaobjectedthatparticipationinexhi-
bitions,domesticandinternational,wasbynomeansa‘personal’affair.
Shearguedthatexhibitionsprovidedgreatopportunitiesforprofessional
networkingandtheexchangeofknowledge,whichisasnecessaryforart-
istsastheir‘dailybread’.Inaddition,travellingtoexhibitionsgaveartists
theopportunitytorootaroundlocalhomeaccessorystoresandbecome
morefamiliarwiththerealitiesofmarketsandretailathomeandabroad.
Welcoming theseprovisions,Pozinalsosuggesteddedicating themeet-
ingsoftheGlavstekloArtisticCouncilnotmerelytoassessingprototypes
butalsotodiscussingthecurrentagendawithartistsandengineers:‘opin-
ionswillclash,and[thereafter]contactswillsolidify’.Here,atGlavsteklo,
artandindustryseemedtoachieveablissfulunion,withalltheagentsof
productionworkinginharmony.54

However,despitethesediscussions,Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR por-
trayedanimageoftheartist inproductionthatwasfarfromsaccharine
andpropagandistic.Theeditorsadmittedthat,inpractice,therelationship
between theartistic collectiveand theadministrationat a factorycould
bepainful.Forexample,at theKonakovo faience factory,anoldcentre
oftheceramicsindustryintheTverregion,90percentoftheproducts
consistedofcrudedishwarewithprimitivedecoration,handpaintinghad
beenalmostabandoned,underglazepaintinghadbeenalmosttotallydis-
continued,andfaiencefigurineshadcompletelydisappeared.Asaresult,
this previously renowned factory had nearly lost its artistic reputation.
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Askedbythejournalforthereasonsforsuchfailures,thedeputydirector
AnatoliiLikhotnikovsimplyrespondedthatthefactoryhad‘moreimpor-
tant thingstocareabout thanartistry’–namely,anurgentneedtosat-
isfythemarketwithpracticalcrockery.Sophisticateddecorationmethods
sloweddownproduction,andsothefactory’sadministrationhaditsartists
designingpatternsforstencilsandstamping.‘Weworkinalargeenter-
prise,notatanexperimentalfactory’,heremindedDecorativnoe Iskusstvo 
SSSR, ‘therefore let the artist not be offended when I call them factory
workers the same as everyone else. We work to supply the population
withcrockery.’InlightofthechronicfailureofSovietcrockeryproduction
tomeetdemand,Likhotnikov’sargumentssoundreasonableratherthan
arrogant.Thecommonpracticeofcrockeryproducers in the1960shad
beentoproducelabour-intensive,lavishlydecoratedobjects,whichwould
havebeenmoreexpensive.Sincetheplannedproductionvaluewassetin
termsofretailprice,itwaseasiertofulfilbyproducingfewerexpensive
goods thana largeamountofmoreaffordableandpractical ones.Asa
result,crockeryfactoriestechnicallyfulfilledproductionrequirements,but
in reality expensive items remained unsold in warehouses.55 Compared
tothispractice,Likhotnikov’sattitudeseemstohavehadahealthydose
ofpragmatism,asdidhistreatmentofall factoryemployeesasequalin
decision-making.Thewidermechanisationofproductionprocesses, the
replacementofcrucibleswithtunnelkilnsandtheintroductionofstamp
machines,hestatedenthusiastically,enabledthemtoproduce109million
itemsperyear.

Here, however, the artist from the Konakovo factory, artist Nikolai
Kokovikhin,steppedintocontradictLikhotnikov,suggestingthatmech-
anisationloweredthequalityofgoodsand,hence,theirsaleability.Their
productwasfailingtomeet‘elementaryartisticrequirements’.Theobjects
thatwereacceptedasprototypesformassproductioninthe1960s,when
Kokovikhinjoinedthefactory,wouldnowbedismissedastoocomplicated
and only feasible as unique exhibition pieces, a lowering of standards
obviouslyharmfultothefactory.Nourgenttasksandtargets,heinsisted,
couldjustifytheneglectofexperimental,creativework,whichwasnotan
indulgenceofartistsbutthe‘avant-gardeofproduction’.Prioritisationof
productiongoalsmarginalisedcreativeworkbyreducingartists’tasksto
devisingstencilsforstandarddecoration.Anotherimportantproblemwas
theshortageandoverburdeningofpatternmakers.Moreover,Kokovikhin
complained,theUSSRlackedspecialschoolsforpatternmakers,engrav-
ers and painters for the ceramics industry, and these professions were
gradually disappearing. As for the modernisation of technology, it was
doneattheexpenseofquality:tunnelkilnscouldnotcomparewithcruci-
blesinfiringexperimentalpieces.Furthermore,evennewmachines,such
astheEnglishMurrayCurvexfordecoratingflatwarerims,couldnotbe
usedtoitsmaximumcapacitybecauseofalackofhigh-qualitydyesand
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bindersand,again,theshortageofproperlyskilledtechnicians.Clearly,
whilefortheadministratorthemainbottleneckofproductionwasartists’
unduefocuson‘individual’creativity,fortheartistitwasaneglectofpro-
fessionalismcoupledwiththetechnicaldeficienciesofthefactory.56

A similar polemic over the role of technology in the development
ofdecorativeartunfoldedbetweenLiubov’Pavlova,theseniorengineer
ata leadingmetalkitchenware factory,and theVNIITE theoristEvgenii
Shchedrin. While Pavlova expected an artist to be a ‘technologist’ – in
the sense of someone who learns and adjusts to existing technology –
Shchedrinbelievedthatanartistshouldbeaheadoftechnologyinorder
tosatisfytheneedsofconsumers,nottherequirementsof theindustry.
Experimentalworkshouldbethedrivingforceforupdatingtechnology,
heargued,andproductionplansshouldincludesmallexperimentalpress-
runs thatwould lead theway for technicalmodernisation.Theeditorial
approved of this proposal: ‘if currently new compositional suggestions
fromanartist-designer,whichdemandthereconstructionoftechnology,
oftenhamperthefulfilmentofthebigindustry’seconomictargets,special
experimentalformsmayrevealthefactorsforstimulatingandimproving
thetechnologyofindustrialproduction’.Smallexperimentalseries,they
concluded, could facilitate many of the issues where artists and indus-
try needed to compromise and find mutual understanding. Should that
becomereality,thedebateonwhatshouldlead–artortechnology–would
becomeirrelevant.57

ThecriticNikitaVoronovfurtherdevelopedthisproposal.According
to him, the key problem in the relationship between artists and factory
administrators was a mismatch of priorities and even jealousy. Artists
oftenjoinedthefactoryatthestartoftheircareerandusedtheopportu-
nitytotakepartinexhibitionsandresearchtripsasmuchastheycould,
providedbytheiremployer.Ifanartistdemonstratedbothtalentandnet-
workingskills,heorshewouldreceivecommissionsforuniqueartworks
forpublic interiorsandwouldbeallowed togoabroadasapartof the
Artists’Uniondelegations,andreceivepublicityinmassmedia–inshort,
increasing the artist’s social capital. For the factory administration, the
successofthefactory’sartistcouldmeanthattheybecamedistractedfrom
productiongoals,andsotheemployerwouldhavetocutdownontheart-
ist’stimeforresearchandcreativework,participationinexhibitionsand
bonuses.Thus,theconflictbetweenartistandadministratorwasnotonly
economicanddisciplinarybutalsopsychological.Voronovreferredtoitas
theoppositionof‘thetwostructuresofconsciousness’:one‘notional’and
‘scientific-technological’,another‘impressional’and‘artistic’.Thisclash,
heargued,couldberesolvedin‘productionculture’:theorganisationof
workflowtoprioritisethecontinuousupdatingof thevarietyofgoods.58
Suchaproductionculture implies thatartists focusnotonstyle,buton
theadequacyof theirdesigns tochangingdaily lifestyles.Forexample,
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ratherthandesigningamass-producedimitationoffacetingforadrinking
glass, an artist should consider whether people in the future will need
drinkingglassesatall.Toreachthisprognosticsortofthinking,thefactory
needs ‘mediators’betweenartistsandengineers:sociologists,merchan-
diseexpertsand‘objectresearchers[veshchevedy],specialistsonmaterial
culture’.59 Based on research and perfect organisation, future-oriented
andinterdisciplinary,theproductioncultureenvisionedbyVoronovguar-
anteedthesteadyandconstantlychangingstreamofcomradelyobjects.

Talkative things

Anew‘productionculture’thatwouldfinallyactonthe1920sproductivist
visionoftheroleoftheartistinasocialistsocietywasonescenariopro-
motedbyDekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR onbehalfoftheprofessionalcom-
munity.Alongsideit,criticscontinuedtodeveloptheideaofasoon-to-be
hybridformofmaterialculturethatwouldincorporatedecorativeart,easel
artanddesign.Thesediscussionstendedtomoveawayfromproduction
andconsumption,focusinginsteadontheformal,sensoryand‘spiritual’
qualitiesofobjects.CriticNikitaVoronovhimself spokeof theprogress
‘frompureformtoimage’indecorativeartshownatexhibitions.60Inthis
process, he noted, the critics’ favourite material, glass, was ceding its
leadingroletoceramics.Whilesomeartisticexperimentationhadalready
occurredinthismaterialbefore,ceramicswasnowwitnessing‘thebirthof
somethingnew’:a‘non-canonicalattitudetothedeterminantsofdecora-
tiveart–material,colourandform’.Symptomatically,inthespringof1972
agroupofyoungartistsworkedtogetheronanexperimentalprojectatthe
MoscowExperimental-CreativeProductionCentreundertheguidanceof
AdrianBortsov.Theresultingsmallexhibitionandtheparticipants’later
appearance at the all-Union Young Artists’ show and the Soviet Russia
exhibitiondemonstratedastrikingnovelty.Thediversityoftheexhibition
was, for Voronov, an advantage: some artists emphasised the material,
presentingobjectsthatwere‘ceramicstothecore’,othersdemonstrated
painterlyandsculpturalqualities;someartistsfocusedoncolourintheir
works,othersemphasisedspatialrelations.Allofthisdidnotsignaleclec-
ticism, but rather progress towards a new synthesis of art that allowed
for a multiplicity of combinations: ‘painterly plane combines with relief
andvolume,sculpturalvolumewithspatialcolour,andnaturalthingness
[natural’naia veshchnost’] with illusory space’.61 Apparently speaking of
thisnewsynthesis,Voronovreferredtothematerialenvironmentoflate
socialismbeyondthefactoryfloor,shopwindowsandprefabricatedflats.

Theimpulsefor‘synthetic’andnon-utilitarianceramicscame,unsur-
prisingly,fromtheBalticregion,whichsincethe1950shadsetthetone
forSovietdecorativeart.In1971VilniuswasthefirstSovietcitytohost
theAll-UnionSymposiumofCeramicArtists(thefirstsuchconventionsof
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ceramicartistshadbeenheldinAustriain1965,andinCzechoslovakiain
1970).OrganisedbytheArtists’UnionoftheLithuanianSocialistRepublic,
the event brought together thirty artists from various Soviet republics
and fourteenrepresentativesofSovietbloccountries,plusVietnamand
Mongolia.Thesymposium’stheme, ‘national traditions inSovietceram-
ics’,didnotresultinsimple,formulaicsalutestothe‘trulypeople’schar-
acterofSovietart’,butinaneagerexchangeofideasandtechnological
know-how.Foramonth,theartistsworkedinceramicsworkshops,visited
traditionalcraftcentres,talkedtoeachotherandtojournalistsandcritics,
andproducedaltogether400objectscollectively.Manyof theseobjects
defiedtraditionalideasofwhatceramicsshouldbeandfeaturedabstract
andfantasticformsreminiscentoffolkclaytoys,sculpturesbyConstantin
Brancusi andceramicsbyPicassoall at the same time (by1971Soviet
artistswerefamiliarwithallofthesesourcesduetogreateraccesstopro-
fessionalliteratureandtripsabroad).62

TheVilniussymposiumwasheldforasecondtimein1975,againwith
agreatdiversityofparticipantsintermsofgeography,age,professional
credosandapproachtomaterial.AccordingtotheartistJuozasAdomonis,
oneof the initiatorsof theseevents,both symposia responded to inter-
national trends instudioceramicswhilealsodemonstratingthespecific
styles of national and regional schools in socialist countries. Reviewing
thecollaborativesummaryexhibitionsinhis1976article,Adomonisused
theterm‘decorativeauthorceramics’(asopposedto‘householdceram-
ics’)andpointedtoitsrelationto‘highart’.Hearguedthatatthesympo-
siaof1971and1975, ‘applied-artqualities receded to thebackground,
while the focus moved to emotional and metaphorical content, to the
spatial,or,onecansay,“architectural”qualities,andtonotnarrowlyutil-
itarian,buttheplasticnatureanddecorativefunctionsofclayobjects’.63
Accordingly,thefinaldiscussionsatthesymposiaannouncedthatthetra-
ditionalcriteriaofdecorativeartwereobsolete,reiteratingthelate1960s
polemics on neodecorativism. Now, critics and artists were to learn ‘to
evaluate thespiritualqualitiesofceramics, itsconnectionwitheaselart
andarchitecture,itsnewcontentandnewbeauty,itscapacitytointegrate
toarchitecture’.Thus, if in the late1950stoearly1960stheequalityof
easelanddecorativeartswasjustifiedbythelatter’spracticalusefulness
andomnipresenceinthehome,nowdecorativeartaspiredtobe‘big’due
toitsabilitytoachievediversevisualeffectseitherthroughorinspiteof
medium-specificity,andtotacklecomplexphilosophicalquestions.

Atthesametime,Adomonisadvocatedpreservingtieswiththehand-
icraftaspectofceramics.Notably,manysymposiumparticipantsdidnot
stopatthedesignstagebutworkedthroughtheentireproductionprocess,
learning from craftspeople. Practical training in ceramic craft must be
includedinthecurriculaofallartanddesignschools,heargued,because
artistic individualityshouldbeembodied in thematerialityofanobject,
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intheparticularsofitsmaking.Inthisrespect,ceramicscouldbeatonce
boldlyinnovativeandperpetual:‘howeversaturatedourdailylifebecomes
withobjectsmadefromsyntheticmaterials,howeverconvenient,simple
andcheaptheyare,peoplewillalwaysbedrawntocrockery,toavibrant
object that reflects a thousand-year-long history and that preserves the
spiritofhandicraft, the folkspirit’.64Thoughhegreatlyunderstated the
age of ceramics, Adomonis did make a good point regarding the art-
ists’efforttosynthesisetraditionandmodernitybycreatingaparticular
Soviet version of studio craft – the state-supported professional activity
thataimednottoimprovemassconsumptionbuttoreimagineceramicsin
dialoguewiththelongtraditionofthecraft.

By the mid-1970s, the discussion of spiritual qualities, symbolic
meaning and the expressive materiality of decorative art had become
widespread.Critics,artists,designersandarchitectsquestionedthesim-
plisticprinciplesofsocialistmodernism.Theirdiscussiongeneratedanew
theme: the talking (and ‘talkative’) object.Historianof scienceLorraine
Dastonnotesthat,historically,things(thetermsheprefers)speakintwo
diametricallyopposingways:asidols(whentheymanipulateanddeceive)
andasevidence(whentheydemonstrateandtestify).Butthisopposition,
Dastonargues,ismisleading:bothextremes‘appeartoworkbythesame
mechanismsofreversalandreplacement’,sothatacopymayappearmore
authenticthantheoriginal,andanobject’sabilitytospeakthetruthmay
infactbealie.65

The talking objects which were shown at Soviet exhibitions in the
1970sseemtohavefunctionedinneitherofthetwomodesdescribedby
Daston.Instead,theseobjectsengagedinanintimateconversationwith
theviewers,wheretruthwaslessimportantthanconfidence.Theobjects
shownatKhrushchev-eradesignexhibitions,likethefamous‘ArtintoLife’
in1961,claimedtobetruetotheirmaterialsandtotheirintended,prac-
ticalpurposes.However,theycouldreachhomesonlythroughministerial
andfactorybureaucracy,impededbyrigidplanningandpoorsuppliesof
rawmaterials,aspoorembodimentsoforiginaldesigns.Disappointedin
theideaofthe‘honestobjects’oftheaestheticturn,criticsandartistsnow
placedvalueonobjectsthatwouldnotnecessarilybesimpleandpractically
functionalbutcouldofferquietreflection,aweandafeelingofintimacy.
Forexample,theexhibitionofsixteenyoungdecorativeartists(halfofthem
women!)intheYelaginPalaceMuseuminLeningrad,heldinthewinterof
1973–74,impressedthepublicwithitssubtlety.Onecriticcharacterised
theexhibitsattheYelaginPalaceshowas‘shadedandsoft-spoken’,‘talk-
ingtotheviewerconfidently,inwarmandsofttones,sometimesjokingly’.
ObjectssuchasthechamotteplatebyOlgaNekrasova-Karateeva,deco-
rated with the Cezannesque landscape of Leningrad’s Summer Garden,
andthecampanile-shapedceramicsculpturebyMikhailKopylkov,aspired
toactasintimatefriendstotheviewer,notascomradeswhocallloudly
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topropagatenewvisionsofeverydaylife.66Becauseoftheiraffinitywith
easel art and complex imagery, these objects contrast with the mass-
producedceramicsofthetimethatoftendemonstratedacontinuitywith
the geometric forms and minimalist abstract decorations of the 1960s
(plate12).

The artists’ growing preference for ‘quietly speaking’ objects may
sound like a typical manifestation of the Brezhnev-era state-sponsored
embraceofdomesticityasanantidotetopoliticaldiscontent–whatNatalia
Chernyshova calls the ‘Brezhnev-era domestic counter-revolution’.67
However, the trope of a ‘talking object’ stemmed from artists’ growing
tirednesswith the state campaign for socialist consumerculture.Tobe
sure,in1976thegovernmentacceptedtheproposaloftheArtists’Union
andtheAcademyofArtsoftheUSSRtoissue‘Regulationsonartistsin
industry’ that broadened the power of factory art directors in decision-
makingandthusraisedthestatusofartisticpersonnel.68However,factory
artists still refused to dedicate the majority of their creativity to mass
production. Likewise, the artists who were affiliated with the Art Fund
andworkedundercontractfromstatecommissionerssoughtopportuni-
tiestoreleasetheircreativedrivewithoutrestraint.Themid-1970sthus
witnessed a strong effort by decorative artists to create oases of free-
dominthesystemofexhibitioncommitteesandfactoryproductionplans.
Obviously, the state could effectively utilise this effort to broadcast an
imageofahappyandunrestrainedartisticlifeundersocialismbyexhib-
iting the most interesting experimental works of decorative art abroad.
Therefore,Sovietdecorativeartists’internationalnetworkinggrewexpo-
nentiallyinthe1970s.69Theartists,inturn,usedthiscynicalsupportof
thestateasmuchastheycouldinordertocatchupwiththeinternational
developmentofstudiocraft.

So,whatdidSovietdecorativeartinthe1970s‘talk’about?Themost
successfulattempttodecodethemessagesoftheartworksproducedatthis
timewasprobablytheyoungartcriticMargaritaIzotova’s,inhercontri-
butiontoa1978editedvolumeonthemid-decadestateofaffairsinSoviet
decorativeart.70Thestylisticunityof the late1950s toearly1960shad
endedcompletely,sheargued,ashadthebeliefina‘paradisedensewith
artefacts[opredmechennyi rai]’,thedoorofwhichwassupposedsoontobe
unlocked.Asitturnedout,the‘contemporaryobjects’werebecomingnot
simplerbut,instead,morecomplexandenigmatic.AsIzotovanoted,the
artists’commoninterestintheconstruction,materialandspatialnatureof
objectshadnearlyfaded,becausetheseconceptshadbecomeoverused
andtrivialised.Evendecorativeart’srelationtoarchitecture,seenbyother
critics asoneof its distinct features,was, for Izotova, negative: objects
stoodoutasantagoniststoenduringarchitecturalmodernism.Harmony
wasnolongeranideal,andelementarysensoryqualitiesofmaterialswere
nolongersufficientformakingastatement:
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If yesterday an accidental streak of glaze, the natural structure of wood,
or a drop of glass were regarded as aesthetic discoveries, and we thought
that the author should just help to reveal the force of nature; if a prism, a
cone, and a cylinder were so convincing in their formative value that we
looked at the world through them, then today all the rhythms have been
dispersedandcomplicated.Linksbetweenobjectshave lost theclarityand
simplicitythatnowseemprimitive.Ourconsciousnessisnowlookingfordeep
and subtle conflicts, and the formal unity and elusive, seemingly sufficient
harmony of the architectural-artefactual environment cannot satisfy us any
more.71

1970sSovietobjects,therefore,becametalkative–or,rather,chatty–for
areason.Theirquietmonologuessignalledtheirrefusaltointegrateinto
plain, modernist environments where one needs to speak loudly to be
heard.Izotovapinpointedthetheatricalityofnewdecorativeartasamode
tocreatemultiplescenes,eachwithitsown‘micro-climate’thatwasindif-
ferenttothewhole.Suchscenescouldemergeatthelevelofexhibitionsor
singleartworks.OnegroupofceramicartistsinLeningradmadeaneffort
tocreatesuchanalternativeorderofSovietthings.

‘Image-ceramics’ by the One Composition group
Inthebrightearlyspringtimeof1977,inasmallhalloftheLeningradArtists’
Union,openedanexhibitionwiththelightmusicalname‘OneComposition’
that would resound as a call for freedom for several years. There was no
crowd,butnotasmallnumbervisitedthishall,walkingamongthepodiums
with ‘ceramides’ thatwere ‘useless’ asneverbeforeand incompatiblewith
‘commonsense’.Peoplewouldgotheretothink, laugh,marvelandponder
overtheintricatepuzzleinwhichlifecapturedusatthattime.Oddclaythings
grewonwhiteplywoodoases; these things sprawled, thenarranged them-
selvesinelegantlines,onlytosuddenlyfalltopieces.72

ThisishowMargaritaIzotovarecalledthefirstpubliceventorganisedby
agroupofyoungLeningradceramicartists.Thisgroupwasinspiredby
the Vilnius symposia and the 1973–74 Yelagin Palace exhibition. From
1977 to1986, roughly twentyartistswereexhibited together informally
atthepremisesofLOSKh–theLeningradbranchoftheArtists’Unionof
theRussianSovietSocialistFederalRepublic(RSFSR).Eachcouldpresent
onlyonework,soboththegroupandtheexhibitionseriestookthename
‘OneComposition’(Odna kompozitsia,orOK,asitwassometimesabbre-
viated).OneofOK’scoremembers,MikhailKopylkov,describesittoday
asmorethanjustadecorativeartshow;itwasagatheringof‘freeartists’
whoapproachedceramicsasvisualartandusedthismaterialasamedium
for transmittingtheir ideas.73 Indeed, thegroup’smainobjectivewasto
take refuge from the design of commodities and focus on the formal,
plastic and symbolic aspects of form-giving. They termed their pursuit
izokeramika(‘image-ceramics’),asopposedtopottery.
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However, the idea of ‘free artists’ hardly reflects the genesis and
practicalbasisoftheOKexhibitionsaccurately.Thegroupemergedwithin
theinstitutionalsystemofSovietdecorativeartandreliedonthematerial
suppliesandtechnicallabourthatthesystemprovided.Kopylkovhimself,
inhishistoryofOK,co-authoredwithIzotova,admitsthatthesystemof
workshopcooperatives(kombinaty)andHousesofCreativity,supervised
bytheSovietArtFund,providedthematerialfoundationforizokeramika.
These institutionswere, in thewordsof IzotovaandKopylkov, ‘birthing
homes’ formodernceramics inmanySovietcities.As theyexplain, the
state budget for major construction works included funds for so-called
sotskul’tbyt(‘social,culturalandeverydayfacilities’)–fittingsandinterior
design.Thesurplusfromthisfundingwasspentoncommissioningvarious
artworksfromdecorativeartistsaffiliatedwiththeArtFund.Thesepay-
mentsconstitutedthefinancialbasisoftheArtists’UnionoftheUSSR and
covered,amongotherneeds,theworkofthekombinaty andtheHouses
of Creativity, staffed by administrative and technical personnel to help
the artists realise their experimental designs. This practice of ‘indirect
financingofartsphereslocatedattheperipheryofideologicalcontrol’was
beneficialforthedevelopmentofcutting-edgetrends.74

The major production site for the OK group was the experimental
workshopattheKombinatofDecorative-AppliedArtatLOSKh,foundedin
1965bythearthistorianMariaZelentsova,whowasalsoitsfirstdirector
(andconsistently advocated for the interestsofdecorative artists in the
Artists’UnionandtheArtFundoftheUSSR).Theexperimentalworkshop
attractedartistsnotaffiliatedwithceramicfactoriesbutwhowerework-
ingoncommissionsthroughtheArtFund,mostofthemgraduatesofthe
DepartmentofArtisticCeramicsandGlassattheMukhinaSchool.Recent
graduatescouldworkat theLOSKhworkshopside-by-sidewithexperi-
enced artists, while the absence of market competition allowed for the
sharingofdesigntechniquesandconcepts.Thiscollectivemodeofwork-
ingcompromisedtheusualnotionofauthorship,asitwasoftendifficultto
identifythepersonbehindaparticularpiecemadeintheworkshop.Since
ceramic departments at Soviet art schools did not train students in the
practicaldrudgeryofceramics(preparingceramicmixtures,glazes,dyes,
building kilns and managing baking temperatures, and working on the
potter’swheel),theArtFund’sworkshopsemployedpotters,technicians
andtool-makerstoimplementthedesigns.Thedependenceofartistson
pottersfurthererodedthebordersofauthorship.Evenifanartistrefused
tobejusta‘paperceramicist’(touseAdomonis’sexpression),75learning
allthetechnicalprocessesandgoingthroughallthestagesofproduction,
heorshestillneededtheguidanceoftechnicalworkers.

TheBalticregion,too,playedanimportantroleinprovidingmaterial
preconditionsforizokeramika.Inthe1970stheHouseofArtists’Creativity
(thestate-sponsoredresidentialartcentrethathadexistedsince1945in
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Dzintari,aneighbourhoodinJurmala,Latvia)becamethecentreofSoviet
experimental ceramics. A special commission from the administration
boardoftheArtists’UnionoftheUSSR attendedtheregionalexhibition
anddecidedwhichartistswereworthyofparticipatingintheyearlysym-
posiuminDzintari.Beingselectedwasconsideredtobeagreathonour.
Konstantin Rozhdestvenskii, the leading Soviet exhibition designer and
studentofthefamousavant-gardeartistKazimirMalevich,playedasig-
nificantroleintheselectionprocessandactivelysupportedexperimental
ceramics.76 The two-month-long symposium in Dzintari gave the artists
access to intra-Soviet networking, to developments in Western studio
ceramics, and, in terms of technology, to the use of high-temperature
wood-andoil-fuelledfiring(asopposedtolow-temperaturefiringinthe
Leningrad workshops). As Kopylkov and Izotova explain, Latvian artists
demonstratedtheirknow-how,suchasusingsoftclaystratapressedwith
cloth. They ‘generously shared their experience of achieving different
surfacetextures[faktura],saltsandoxidesofmetals[fordecoration]and
otherhandicrafttechniques,hithertolittleknownorunknownbyEastern
colleaguesuntiltheearly1970s’.77

Furthermore, the exhibitions that ended the symposium were also
attendedby theMoscow-basedcommitteewhoselected thebestworks
forparticipationintheInternationalCeramicCompetitioninFaenza(his-
toricallyhometomajolica-warethatgaveitthename‘faience’)andatthe
InternationalCeramicsBiennaleinVallauris(thehomeofPicasso’sstudio
ceramics).WhiletheSovietpresenceinVallauriswasmainlyextramural,
theFaenzaeventwelcomedSovietartistspersonallyat theinsistenceof
CountEdmondoMarabini,anartcriticandthekeyorganiserofthecompe-
titions,aswellasacommunistandloverofSovietculture.78Thus,Dzinrati
wasawindowtotheWestfortheLeningradartistswholaterformedOK.

Bothproductionbases–theArtFund’sKombinatwithitsexperimen-
talworkshopandtheDzintarisymposium–providedapostgraduateedu-
cationforyoungLeningradersandfurtheredwhatthearthistorianJulia
Gusarovacalls the ‘Leningradschoolof ceramics’.Referring toRussian
arttheorists,shedefines‘school’asacomplexsystemoftrainingartists,
includingformalinstitutionalcurricula,workexperienceandinformalnet-
working,aswellasthepracticalrealisationofthissystem’sprinciplesin
artworks.TheLeningradschoolofceramicswasstronglydefinedbythe
DepartmentofArtisticCeramicsandGlassthatemergedthroughthecon-
joining,in1955,oftheDepartmentsofArchitectural-DecorativeCeramics,
headedbyAnatoliiMikhashevskii,anexpertinceramicstechnology,and
theDepartmentofArtisticGlass,ledbythefamousBorisSmirnov.79Upon
theunificationofthetwo,thenewdepartmentwasheadedbythechar-
ismatic architect Vladimir Markov, who, like Smirnov, belonged to the
cohort of the Architecture Department of the Ilya Repin Institute80 that
hadbeenunwillingtopartakeinKhrushchev’sprefabricatedconstruction
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campaign.AsoneoftheleadersofOK,VladimirTsivin,recentlyrecalled,
Markov consistently spoke of the architectural nature of ceramics and
urgedstudentstoapproachdesigningateasetinthesamewayasdesign-
ing an architectural ensemble, arguing that the architectonics of useful
objectsinfluencesthesurroundingarchitecturalspace.81

Thoughthedepartmenthadseveralstrongspecialiststrainedasarchi-
tects,bothwomenandmen,itsgraduatessingledoutVladimirVasil’kovskii
asMarkov’scounterpartinguidingthestudents.WhileMarkovgavepre-
dominantattentiontotheplasticqualitiesofclayandworkwithexpressive
form,Vasil’kovskiifavouredfigurativeimageryinspiredbyStPetersburg’s
architecturalheritage,classicRussianliteratureandforeignliterature,fin-
de-siècle	Russiansymbolism,GreekandRomanantiquityandRussianfolk
art.TsivinviewsthecontrastbetweenMarkov’sandVasil’kovskii’sartistic
credos–rationality,abstractionandadherencetorulesversusemotion,a
penchantforvividfigurationandanurgetobreaktherules–asthekey
factorforthesuccessfuldevelopmentofthedepartment.Onecharismatic
leaderonlyhasepigones,whereasthetensionbetweentwocreativeper-
sonalities provokes independent thinking, Tsivin argues.82 Notably, this
vision was informed by the cult of the male genius that was generally
strongin lateSovietculture,particularlydecorativeart,despitetheoffi-
ciallyproclaimedgenderequalityandwidespreadpresenceofwomenin
creativeprofessions.EventhoughOKincludedseveralwomen,therewere
onlyhalfasmanywomenasmen.ThegenderpoliticsoftheselateSoviet
intelligentsiacirclesisatopicworthyofitsownstudy.Itisalsonotablethat
themajorityofOKgraduatedfromand/ortaughtattheMukhinaSchool.

Women, however, played a key role in starting OK. While Maria
Zelentsovahelped to secureworkshopsandequipment for ceramicart-
istsintheArtFundsystem,thetapestryartistNataliaEremeevacameup
with the idea of holding informal exhibitions displaying ceramics con-
sidered‘toodaringforofficialshows’, in theso-called ‘BlueHall’ in the
LOSKhheadquarters.Thisinitiativewasapartofthe‘intersectionalclub’
atLOSKh,formedin1976asaforumforinternaldiscussionsandevents.
Responsiblefortheclub’sprogramme,Eremeevaconsideredceramicsto
be themostadvancedandcritical areaofLeningraddecorativeartand
proposed a regular, uncensored ceramics exhibition – on the condition
that it would not be advertised and kept as a strictly internal affair.83
The resulting first exhibition in 1977, however, soon became known to
Leningrad artists of many different backgrounds and even the broader
circle of creative intelligentsia. Nineteen young artists – most of them
in their early 30s – could contribute to the show, theonly requirement
being that the works had to have a non-utilitarian character. Vladimir
Gorislavtsev,Nina andAleksandrGushchin,AleksandrZadorin,Mikhail
Kopylkov, Olga Nekrasova-Karateeva, Natalia Savinova, Vladimir Tsivin
and,later,NataliaRotanovaandVasiliiTsygankovconstitutedthecoreof
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thegroup.TheyinvitedVasil’kovskii,anolderartist,tojoinasarevered
intellectual leader.Other inspirationalfigures, suchasAnnaLeporskaia
andNinaSlavina,long-termemployeesoftheLomonosovporcelainfac-
tory,aswellasBorisSmirnov,werenotinvited–theOKgrouppresumed
thatthesecelebratedartistswouldnotbeinterestedinsuchanoddiniti-
ativeofayoungergeneration.84Unlikeseniorporcelainartists,themem-
bersofOKconsideredporcelaintobeamoretraditionalmaterialandless
opentoexperiment.85

TheseobjectsexhibitedbyOKhadtodiffersubstantiallyfromthepro-
totypesdesignedwithincontemporary‘productionculture’.Fortheentire
decadeofitsexistence,thegrouppersistentlydepartedfromtheframe-
workofconsumerculture,eventhoughquiteafewofitsmemberswere
orhadpreviouslybeenemployedinfactoriesandworkedinmassproduc-
tion.OKfunctionedasarefuge–bothfromcensorshipandfromthepres-
sureoftheplannedeconomy.Forexample,in1976VladimirTsivinhad
justfinishedhis four-and-a-half-yearemploymentat theceramic factory
intheSiberiantownofBogashevo,Tomskoblast.Nowaffiliatedwiththe
ArtFund’sKombinat,heconsideredtheimprovementofdailylifea‘petty
utopia’andwantedtocreate‘uselessobjects’–atleast,soheremembers
ittoday.86

Initially, OK emphasised materiality. In the group’s manifesto, the
artistandcriticGrigoriiKapelianstated:

Theoldestofcrafts–ceramics–wasbornatthemomentwhenthedumbpri-
maryconsciousnessdevelopedasympathyforthreeelements–earth,water
andfire,whenhumanbeingsstartedtodeeplyfeelthelifeofclaythatthey
aroused[…]Later,creatingthemythof theirorigin,peoplehandedtoGod
nothingelsebutclayas theonly imaginablematerial formoulding thefirst
humanbeing.Weareveryfarfromthetimewhenartcoincidedwiththecraft
ofsurvival.Industryemancipated(oralienated?)humanhandsfromthedirect
materialproductionofutilitarianobjects.Butceramics,asbefore,remainsthe
artthatgivesanartistaccesstothecreativemysteryofnature,tothebasicsof
thecreativeelementinahumanbeing.Ceramicsisnotsculptureeventhough
sometimesitcanplaythisrole.Theoriginofceramicsisavessel,thatis,the
thingitself,notitsdepiction.87

Though this mythologising was intended as an introduction, it was in
effectaconclusion,becausetheymovedawayfromtheancienttradition
ofpotterywherethematerialuseddeterminedthefinishedproduct.OK
wasbidding farewell to theutilitarianobject, the vessel.Theexhibition
poster, which Kapelian designed to complement the manifesto, depicts
apotwithastitch,asifitwereatextile,oraonce-brokenandthenawk-
wardly repaired thing.ThefirstOKshow in1977displayedaporcelain
vasebythecelebratedartistVladimirGorodetskiiinaglasscaseseparated
fromtherestoftheexhibits,asabeautifulrelic–atributetotherecently
anduntimelydeceasedartist.Thetraditionalobjectsymbolicallypassed
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away together with its creator; the status of avant-garde now belonged
to izokeramika. The exhibition logo, a figure of a departing pot-seller,
borrowed by Kapelian from a sixteenth-century etching by the German
artistFranzHohenberg,alsosymbolicallyactedasapointofdeparture.As

5.1 Grigorii Kapelian, sketch of the poster for the ‘One Composition’ exhibition, 1977.

All rights reserved and permission to use the figure must be obtained from the copyright holder.
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Kopylkovlaterrememberedit,‘thesellerwasremovingthepotsfromthe
BlueHall’.

WhatOKofferedwaswhatIcallnon-commodities–objectsdefying
commodityform.Forexample,atthedebutOKshowinFebruary1977,
severalartistsusedthephysicalqualitiesofdifferenttypesofclaytoimi-
tatestructures,coloursorshapesofnaturalthings.Oneoftheyoungest
participants,VladimirTsivin,presentedthecomposition‘Autumn’,made
in theBogashevofactory:amphoraeofdifferentsizes,coveredbyshiny
ochre,darkredandgreyglazes,arrangedonlattenbrasssticks.Theartist
explains that he was inspired by the unusually warm Siberian autumn
of1975andviewed ‘foliageasamphorae turnedupsidedownandhills
asvessels restingon their sides’. Insteadofpainting this landscape,he
sculpted it inceramics, followinghisambitiontorender ‘all thecolours
of thebeautiful Siberian autumn’ throughantique vessels.88The result-
ing objects look multivalent – not just leaves and hills, but also rocks,
fossils, or even reptiles of some kind. This effect could be achieved by
differenttechniques.Forexample,theworksofOlgaNekrasova-Karateeva
and Nina Gushchina – ‘Winter Morning’ and ‘Calla Lilies’, respectively
– emphasise the interplayof lightandshadowrather thanvolume; they
gravitate towards relief rather than sculpture in the round. Nekrasova-
Karateeva’sworkwasprobablyinspiredbylessonsinCezannistandCubist
paintingthatshehadtakenwiththeporcelainartistAnnaLeporskaia,a
studentofMalevich(plate13).89

Alongwith‘bio-plasticity’,OKchallengedthecommodityformbywhat
the critic Margarita Izotova called ‘portraying ordinary objects’, that is,
mimesis of the everyday forms and textures of non-ceramic materials
such as textiles, leather, metal or plastic. According to her, the artists
were enchantedby the appearanceof real objects andby themagicof
mimesis,andcouldthusseetheworldanewand‘erasetheconventional
borderbetweenartandnon-art’.90KirillMakarovdescribedthisphenom-
enon with a different genre metaphor: ‘Animation of lifeless matter, of
habitualeverydayobjects–chairs,armchairs, lamps, lanternsand irons
–hasbecomewidespread.Astill-lifeattitudetotheworld[natiurmortnoe 
otnoshenie k miru]nowpredominates.’91Bothcriticscarefullyavoidedthe
obviouscomparisonwithPop-art.However, theyprobablybelieved that
theSoviet imitationof thingswasofadifferentnature:notan ironicor
criticalcommentary,butanattempttocreatedialoguebetweendifferent
materials,toquestionthedifferencebetweenthetangibleandthevisible,
torevealthevibrancyofwhatishabituallyperceivedasnature morte.

The most famous example is probably Mikhail Kopylkov’s contribu-
tiontothefirstexhibition,thecomposition‘PinkDressandAutumnCoat’,
producedinDzintari(plate14).TomakeitKopylkovemployedthetechnique
ofpressingastratumofchamotte(calcinedfireclay)withclothtoreproduce
thetextureofclothescoveredinautumnleaves(evidentlythisseasonwas
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especially inspiring for ceramicartists).AsGusarovaobserves, although
thiscomposition(likeKopylkov’sotherworks)iscomparabletosculpture,
heworkswiththematerialinaspecifically‘ceramicway’:notbuildingthe
volumeasinclassicsculpturebutshapingthematerialatonceinwardsand
outwards.Therefore,whatmaylooklikeaPop-art-ishimitationofanother
material,textile,isactuallytheresultofchamotte’splasticpotentialandits
interactionwithcloththatmadeitaform-givingtool.However,thecompo-
sitionalsodepictsgenderedobjects,reflectinglateSovietgenderhierarchy
constructedandseemingly‘naturalised’throughcommodities.Thedimen-
sionsoftheseobjects–111cmhighforthedress,116cmforthecoat–rein-
forcethisimpression.Thus,weseetheinterplayofdifferentmaterialities:of
chamotte,ofactualclothandofsimulatedfabrics,andthegenderedbodies
thatthesefabricsaresupposedtocover.Asanartwork, ‘PinkDressand
AutumnCoat’isimmunetochangesoffashion.LikeOldenburg’sTypewriter 
EraserinBillBrown’sanalysis,92Kopylkov’s‘clothes’areremovedfromfash-
ion,consumptionandcraft,and‘elevated’to‘highart’.

Portraiturebecamean increasingly important themeinOK’sexhibi-
tions:theartistsusedceramicsasthemediumtoreflectontheireveryday
interactionswithotherpeopleandwithobjects.Thelattertypeofreflec-
tion was most vivid in Vladimir Tsivin’s 1980 composition ‘People and
Objects’ (chamotte,slipware,glaze,metal,woodandglass;producedat
theKombinatofdecorative-appliedart,Leningrad).Formally,itisasculp-
turalcompositionof threestreamlinedfigures fromthehipsupholding
seeminglyrandomobjects:agirlwithahulahoop,aboywithamagnifying
glassandafeaturelessmanwithaladder(plate15).Thefirsttwoobjects
representthetoolsoflateSovietgendersocialisation:hula-hoopingwas
consideredaproperpastimeforgirls,whilesettingfireswithamagnifying
glasswasapopular,thoughreproachable,activityforboys.Thesymbolic
meaningof the ladder isquite transparent too: theconnectionbetween
earthandheaven,adifficultpathtowardsperfection,or,moreparticularly,
an artist’s personal and professional development. The combination of
thesesymbolsgiveswideroomforspeculation.Theartisthimselfrecently
explainedtheessenceofthisworktobeacontrastbetweenstylisedhuman
figuresandrealistic,ready-madeobjects.Onemightfurthersaythatthey
actlikeprotagonists,defininghumanactivitiesandchoices.

For Tsivin, however, what matters most is not the objects but the
spacetheyorganise:‘theydrawtheborderofspace,thevolumeofairthat
belongstothesculpture,capturedbyit’.93Objectsdefinethedirectionof
people’sgestures,andthepotentialtrajectoryofthesegestures–turning
andbendingofheads,movementofhands–‘charges’thespaceandmakes
it ‘a fieldof forces’. Therefore, the artist concludes, ‘thiswork is about
peopleandtheirspace,thewaystheymaster,conqueranddirectit,and
thetitlecouldbe“Peopleandspace”.ButIamafraidofpretentioustitles,
andIunderstandthatpeopleinteractwiththespacethroughobjects(even
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if they are “paranormalists”).’ At the same time, Tsivin added, ‘People
andObjects’wasexceptionally‘painterly’amonghisworks:theslipware
colouredbyoxidescreatedafrescoeffect:restrainedblue,pink,terracotta
andwhitecoloursalludedtotheartist’sfascinationwithmedievalRussian
frescoes.Thepainterlyapproachtohumanfiguresgoesagainsttheidea
ofceramicsasamaterialakintohumanflesh,asthemythologicalorigin
ofhumanbeings,mentionedinKapelian’smanifesto.Playingonthismet-
aphorwasnottypicalforOK:forthem,humanfiguresalludedtoimages
fromeaselartratherthantohumanphysicality,andthoseworksthatshow
‘bio-plasticity’ are remarkablynon-anthropocentric. InSovietdecorative
artofthe1970s,ceramicsappearstobelesscomparabletohumanskin
thandoesglass.Forexample,thesculpture‘Galatea’byAdolfOstroumov
fromtheLeningradFactoryofArtisticGlassisexplicitlybiomorphicand
erotic(andobviouslyalludestoVeraMukhina’s1952glasstorsoachieved
aftera longseriesofefforts);94 the torsos fromTsivin’s1980s ‘Antique’
seriesrepresentGreeksculptureratherthanhumanfigures,marbleand
bronzeratherthanflesh.

‘PeopleandObjects’,therefore,echoesakeytendencyofdecorative
artatthetime,pinpointedbysuchcriticsasIzotovaandKirillMakarov:the
useofspaceasanactiveelementofthecompositionandexperimentation
with sculptural and painterly techniques.95 Tsivin’s people, interacting
withspaceviaobjects,constitutewhat Izotovacalls ‘artefactual theatre’
(predmetnyi teatr)thatturnsinwardinsteadofintegratingwiththemod-
ernistarchitecturalspaceoflatesocialism.

Theatrepropsandpuppets,sculpturalgroups,painterlycanvasesand
landscapearchitecturewereallartformsthatOKleanedtowardsinreject-
ingutilitarianobjects.Theseworkswereofteninspiredbycontemporary
easelart–forexample,Tsivinadmittedthathewasstronglyinfluencedby
thegraphicsandsculptureofGiacomoManzùandErnstBarlach,whose
exhibitions were held in Leningrad in 1966 and in the early 1970s.96
Ponderingthesuccessoftheexhibitionamongthecreativeintelligentsia
acrosstheUSSR,Izotovasuggestedthatceramicsrevealedthetragicomic
aspect of Petersburg culture, represented by the Petersburg stories of
NikolaiGogol, asopposed to the ‘grey, coldandbleakofficial art’. She
arguedthateachobjecthere‘frivolously’denieditstraditionalfunction:

aplatedreamedofbecomingalakeofunseenazureandgeneratingnymphs
andmermaids,pots turnedintostreetwisecats,clayclothesprovedtobea
double portrait-landscape, a chamotte ball cracked like a watermelon and
‘treated’viewerstoafantasticstill-life,avasetransformedintoanurbancourt-
yard,whereascolourfulamphoraeperformedaleaffall.97

However,carnivalesque imagerywasonlyoneaspectofOK’svisual lan-
guage.Manyoftheworks,producedoverthetenyearsofthegroup’sactiv-
ity,addresssuchserioustopicsastime,freedom,faith,deathandmemory.

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PRINT.indd   191 20/01/2020   11:10



192 Comradely objects

5.2 Adolf Ostroumov, sculpture, ‘Galatea’, lead glass, sandblasting, 1977.
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Fromthestart,OK’sworkoftenshowedsignsofself-portrayal.The1983
exhibition,onthesuggestionofgroupparticipantAleksanderZadorin,had
adefinitethemeforthefirsttime:self-portraiture.Manyartistscontributed
installations representing themselves in studio environments (Aleksandr
Gushchin,Zadorin),sculpturalself-portraitsasRenaissanceartists(Mikhail
Kopylkov, Elena Rudina), or otherwise expressed themselves through
objectswhosesurfaceactedasapainterlycanvas(NataliaSavinova,Natalia
Rotanova,VasiliiTsygankov).Someportrayedthemselvesaspartofacol-
lective,suchasthefamily(Tsivin)ortheactualOKgroup(NinaKochneva).98
Thisexerciseinself-reflectionlooksliketheantithesistoSovietproduction
culture: theself-portraitssay littleaboutconsumptionandmassproduc-
tion.However,theydosometimes‘comment’onthepositionofadecora-
tiveartistinlateSovietsociety.Forexample,inhercomposition,produced
at theKombinatby theLeningradpotterAleksandrSokolov,Nekrasova-
Karateevapresentsherselfasanangel-likefigurewhosecreativeimpulseis
constrainedbythe‘wheel’ofworkandfamilyresponsibilities:theinscrip-
tionsonthewheelshaftsarethenamesofinstitutions(LOSKh,theArtFund,
andtheMukhinaSchool)andoftheartist’stwochildrenandhusband,as
well as the word ‘home’. Nekrasova-Karateeva’s self-portrait, therefore,
embodiesthedoubleburdenofafemaleartistunderstatesocialism(plate
16).99Tiredofthestate’srequirementtocontinuouslydesigncommodities,
OKcameclosetoinstitutionalcritique.

This critique did not focus on improving production cultures and
achieving the productivist hope for setting comradely relations with
useful objects. And OK’s works were non-commodities not by virtue of
their transparent relationswithusers (as the1920sproductivistswould
imagine);rather,theseobjectsaspiredforautonomyfromSovieteconomic
and cultural institutions. They departed from the Khrushchev-era aes-
theticregimeofartsboththroughtheirdiverseandprovocativeimagery
andthroughtheirmateriality.Insteadofrevealingthespecificityoftheir
materials, the OK artists, each in his or her own way, emphasised the
properties of clay that produced sculptural or painterly effects. Today,
thesurvivingparticipantsattributethegroup’snationwideacclaimtoits
universalityand itsstatusasacreatorof ‘image-ceramics’,notofdeco-
rativeart.MikhailKopylkov insists that ‘decorativeart’was justanoffi-
ciallabel,arequirementfortheapprovaloftheLOSKhauthorities,while
whatheandhiscolleaguesreallycreatedwasanewkindofvisualart.100
Likewise,Tsivin identifieshisworkduring theOKperiod (and later,up
to now) as sculpture rather than art ceramics. Referring to his teacher
and rolemodelVasil’kovskii,heargues thatagreatartist ‘canbegreat
inallmedia’.101WhilequiteafewofOK’smembersworkedinfactories,
thegroupofferedarefugefromthestillnon-prestigiousandundervalued
statusof the artist-in-industry.Thedevelopmentof thegroup’screative
credodidnotgowithoutenvyorcompetition,similarlytowhathappened
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withstudiocraftintheUnitedStatesinthe1970s–1980swhenitaspired
foracceptanceintheartworld.AsGlennAdamsonetal.conclude(refer-
ringtotheargumentsofGarthClark),thateffortoftheAmericancrafts-
peoplewasdoomed‘partlybecausecraft’smedium-orientationwassoat
variancewiththeconceptualandcross-disciplinarytendenciesoftheart
world’.102

IntheSovietcontext,however,medium-specificityalsobroughtenvy
fromeaselartists.Theofficiallabel‘decorativeart’oftenactedasapassfor
formalandconceptualexperimentsthatwouldnotbeallowedinsculpture
orpainting.Decidingwhethertoacceptanartworkforanofficialshow,
anexhibitioncommitteeneededtocategoriseit:duetoits‘minor’status,
ceramics accommodated greater artistic freedom. Tsivin’s ‘People and
Objects’isanillustrativecase.In1985,whiledecidingwhetheritcouldgo
toabigall-Unionexhibition‘WeAreBuildingCommunism’,theLeningrad
evaluationcommittee,composedofvarioushonouredartists,hadanargu-
ment over whether it was ‘ceramics’ or ‘sculpture’. While the painter
EvseiMoiseenkosuggestedthatitwas‘abeautifulthing’andthatlabels
thereforedidnotmatter,thesculptorMikhailAnikushindemandedclear
categorisation.Withtheverdict‘ceramics’,‘PeopleandObjects’wentto
Moscow tobe featuredamong thebestSoviet artworks.Admitting that
he still has no hard feelings about those numerous committees, Tsivin
recentlyremarkedironicallythatnobodybotheredtoaskifhispeoplewith
objectswerebuildingcommunism.103Theartist implies that their looks
andgestureswerenotdirectedtoanycommunistutopiabutelsewhere.In
2007hecreatedseveralvariantsofaclaysculpturerepresentingabiblical
theme:Jacobwiththeladder.104

By1986,whenthechangingpoliticalsituationexacerbateddifferences
inprofessionalandethicalviewswithinOK,envygrewfromamotivational
driveintoadestructive,divisiveforceandthegroupdisintegrated.Today
it is rememberedasacrucial, thoughperhapsunderappreciated,group
inlateSovietculturalandintellectuallife.Itsbrainchild,izokeramika,was
awayofinteractingwithcontemporarytrendsinforeignstudioceramics
(especiallyJapaneseandBritish),toovercomeideologicalconstraintsand
tosuggestamodelofautonomousmaterialenvironment,or,rather,aset
ofdiversemicro-environments.105Itwas,atthesametime,achildofSoviet
institutionswith theirveryspecificmaterialconditionsandaproductof
Soviet technicians and craftsmen. The objects of izokeramika ultimately
‘talked’,therefore,abouttheimpossibilityoffullartisticautonomy.

Conclusion

TheBrezhnevgovernment’sdedicationtofurtheringconsumerculturein
ordertomaintainthepopulation’sloyaltyimposedagreatresponsibility
notonlyonindustrialdesigners,butalsoondecorativeartistswhowere
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working in traditional art industries. Concurrently, increasing access to
internationalculturalexchangeandnetworkingstimulatedSovietartists’
creative ambitions and inspired them to pursue and intensify the late
1960s trend of challenging the established criteria of what constituted
decorative art. As a result, the ideal of a proper, socialist, ‘comradely’
objectultimatelydisintegrated,whilemutualmistrustbetweenartists,on
theonehand,andengineers,techniciansandfactoryadministrators,on
theother,deepened.Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo SSSR’sattempt, asaguideof
theprofessionalcommunity,topromoteanew,attractiveandprestigious
imageof‘productionculture’metwithonlylimitedsuccess.Whilecontin-
uingtobededicatedtoindustry,decorativeartistsalsogravitatedtowards
experimentationwithmaterials, formsandsymbolsthatwouldset them
apartfromtheirearlierstompinggroundsasmediatorsofmassproduction
andconsumption.Highlyreceptivetointernationaldevelopmentsbothin
studiocraftandvisualart,decorativeartistsusedinstitutionalsupport–in
theformofworkshopswithkilnsandthesupplyofclay,exhibitions,crea-
tivesymposia,researchtripsandinternationalcompetitions–asmuchas
theycouldtogrowasartists.

Aspiringforacceptanceintheworldof‘highart’andintheinternational
communityofstudiocrafts,Sovietdecorativeartistspersistentlytriedto
deconstructtheideaofautilitarianobject,resortingtonon-traditionaland
unexpectedusesofmedia.Thisaspirationwasmostevidentinceramics,
andattheendoftheBrezhnevandbeginningofthepost-Brezhnevperiod,
Leningrad became the centre of a new artistic trend, image-ceramics.
ApplyingAkrich’sconceptofscripttothiscase,Iarguethattheartistsof
OneCompositioninscribedtheburningquestionsofthelateSovietintel-
ligentsia in their ceramics: the limitsofpersonal freedom, themeaning
ofspiritualityandreligioninthemodernworld,collectiveandindividual
memory,therelationshipbetweenhumansandnature.Thesescriptspro-
ceededfromtheidealofanautonomousartist,freefrompolitical,social
andeconomicconstraints.However,theimplementationofthesescripts
wasonlypossiblebecauseofstateinstitutionsandfinancing,andthephys-
icalworkofcraftspeopleandtechnicians,whichtheartistscouldclosely
controlintheArtFund’sworkshops.Itturnsoutthatthisscriptwasastory
ofcontinuousinterdependencebetweentheartistandsocietyratherthan
thetaleofanautonomousartist.
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Epilogue

Aconsiderableamountoftheworkonthismanuscriptwasundertakenin
Denmark,whereIstayedasapostdoctoralfellowatAarhusUniversityin
2016–18.AsoneoftheleadersofEuropeanproductdesignandacoun-
trywithaprofoundnationaldesignmythology,Denmarkisamagnetfor
a design historian. Exploring the European context for the comradely
objectsoflatesocialism,IfrequentlyvisitedthelibraryofDesignmuseum
Danmark Copenhagen. One afternoon in the autumn of 2016, during a
lunch break in the museum café, the librarian Anja Lollesgaard intro-
duced me to Boris Berlin, one of the leading Danish designers and a
co-founderofthewell-knowncompanyKomplotDesign,whostartedhis
career at VNIITE before emigrating in 1983. Berlin is closely affiliated
with Designmuseum Danmark: he designed the furniture for its library
andregularlyparticipatesinitsexhibitions,sohisvisittothemuseum’s
caféwasnotanaccident.Hearingaboutmyresearchtopic,heresponded
withscepticism,notingthattherewasnotmuchgooddesignofhousehold
objectsintheUSSR.

This view is neither surprising nor unique. The foundation of the
Designers’UnionoftheUSSR in1987,thefulfilmentofIuriiSoloviev’sold
dream,didnotusherinthetriumphantageofthecomradelyobject.The
political andeconomiccircumstancesofperestroikawereverydifferent
from those envisioned by either the 1920s productivists or the design
professionals of the 1960s to early 1980s. The establishment of semi-
autonomous design studios within the Designers’ Union gave the most
successfulandambitiousdesignersrelativefreedomfromtheguidelines
ofVNIITEandfurtherdissolvedtheideaofacomradelyobjectwhichwas
by thatpoint seenaseithernaivelyutopianorcynical.1Meanwhile, the
tendencytowardsstudiocraftandeaselartformsamongdecorativeartists
grewcompletelyapartfromthegoalsofachangingSovieteconomy.The
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comradelyobject lost itsrelevanceevenmorewiththedisintegrationof
theSovietUnionandremainsanincompleteproject.

Thisinquiryintothepost-avant-gardebiographyofsocialistobjects
presentsanalternative to the twonarrativesofSovietdesign,predom-
inant in the public discourse of contemporary Russia and informed by
thepoliticsofmemoryabouttheSovietpast.Onenarrativeisreflectedin
BorisBerlin’sresponsetomyresearchinterests.ItdepictsSovietdesign
as plagiaristic, low-quality, neglectful of the consumer, or altogether
non-existent.ItissharedbysomeformeremployeesofVNIITEwhofelt
constrainedbythebureaucraticstructuresoftheseinstitutionsandupset
thatsofewof their ideascouldbeimplemented.Inparticular,Soloviev
(wholivedalonglifeuntil2013)isrememberedwithintheRussiandesign
communityasanodiousfigure–anadventurouspoliticianandfunction-
ary (according to some mythologies, in the employ of the KGB), who
aspiredforpersonalfameratherthanforrealimpactonSovietproduction
andpeople’sdaily life.TheoutstandinggraphicdesignerSergeiSerov,
presidentoftheMoscowGlobalBiennaleofGraphicDesign‘GoldenBee’,
expressed thisattitude ina2006onlinecommentaryon theannounce-
mentofSoloviev’sthennewlypublishedautobiography:2‘Ihaveworked
indesignfor33yearsandspentmybestyearsatVNIITE.ButIdonot
wanttogobacktotheUSSR,3andIdonotwanttobeapartofthisfalse
and mythologised history that is being written by former and current
designbosses.’4Serov’scolleagues,whowereprobablylesssuccessfulin
buildingpost-Sovietdesigncareers,remembertheirVNIITEexperience
withamixtureofnostalgia,reproachandregretsaboutmissedopportu-
nities.MikhailKos’kov,formerLeningradVNIITEdesignerandcurrently
adesigntheoristandlecturerattheStieglitzAcademyofArtandDesign
(theMukhinaSchool’ssuccessor),criticisestheSovietdesigncommunity
for insufficient rigour in establishingmethodologies, for itsutopianism
and, in particular, for its undue infatuation with ‘fashionable sciences’
suchassemiotics.5

The negative narrative of Soviet design is supported by graphic
designers who started their careers during perestroika and especially
duringthetimeofthepainfulrestructuringoftheRussianeconomy,when
thecollapseofindustryprecludedanydevelopmentinproductdesign,but
the infantmarket for advertisingopenednewopportunities for talented
and business-like graphic designers. This narrative was wholeheartedly
expressed on a recent Internet talk-show by the graphic designer Irina
Dragunskaia (a 1999 graduate of Moscow State University of Printing
Arts) and her father, the writer and liberal journalist Denis Dragunskii.
Accordingtothem,Sovietdesignwasamoral,corruptedbytheabsenceof
rules(andthustheproliferationofplagiarism),repletewithhack-workand
neglectfuloftheconsumer–partofthebroaderSovietsysteminwhich‘a
personwasalienatedfromtheworldofthings’.6
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Thesecond,positivenarrativeonSovietdesigniscentredonnotions
of national pride and lost heritage that should be revived and popular-
ised.Thisnarrativehasalsobeenrecentlysupportedby formerVNIITE
employees,7whoexpecttheirdecades-long,painstakingworktobejustly
acknowledged,andbysympatheticyoungerdesignersandcritics.From
thelattergroupcamearecentinitiativetorepublicisetheVNIITElegacy
byestablishingaMoscowDesignMuseum.Themuseumstartedin2011
asamobileexpositioninabus,inspiredbyearlySovietagit-trains,which
travelsaroundMoscow,anditisplannedthatitshouldtourotherRussian
cities. In addition, the museum organises temporary exhibitions in dif-
ferent Moscow settings. The museum’s first exhibition, ‘Soviet Design
1950s–1980s’,openedon30November2012,intheprestigioussettingof
theManegeExhibitionHallnearRedSquare.8Basedonmeticulousarchi-
val research at VNIITE and state industrial enterprises and on contacts
withVNIITEemployees,includingthe93-year-oldSoloviev,theexhibition
showcasedavarietyofobjects–bothmass-producedgoodsandproto-
typesthatwereneverrealised–aswellasvideo-interviewswithdesigners.
Themuseum’sdirector,thedesignerAlexandraSankova,aimedtodemon-
strate toayounggenerationthatpost-warSovietvisualculturewasnot
onlypropagandaandtopresentacomplexapproachtodesign,ofthekind
professedatVNIITE.As sheexplained, ‘according to thecontemporary
ideaofdesign,anobjectshouldpossessat leasttwoqualities:function-
alismandconsumerappeal.Isthisideacompatibletothenotionof“the
Soviet?”Ourexhibitionaimedtoanswerthisquestion.’9Thegreatpopu-
larityandhighattendanceattheexhibitionimpliedanaffirmativeanswer
–or,atleast,thewillingnessofRussianstodwellonitnow.

Westerndesignhistoriansandcurators, too, increasinglycontribute
tothispositivenarrativeofthehistoryofSovietdesign,butfromamore
critical,distancedposition.Theyappreciatepreciselywhatpeoplesuchas
Kos’kovconsider tobeerrors: interdisciplinaryapproaches,drawingon
thefindingsofphilosophyandsociology,andanorientationtowardsthe
harmonisationoftheenvironmentratherthansheerprofit.10Inherreview
of the Moscow Design Museum’s debut exhibition, the Swedish design
historianMargaretaTillbergshiftedthefocusofheranalysisfromplagia-
rismandimitationtotheaffectivepowerofSovietobjects:

Even ifSovietdesignwasoften–but far fromalways–basedonoriginals
borrowedfromtheWest,theindividualobjectsexudeapersonalcharm,var-
iation,andquirkinessthatmakesthemwellworthpreserving,exhibiting,and
discussing.Certainly,onemight think theVyatka ismerelyanunnecessary
repetitionoftheoriginalVespa,onlyheavier,ofpoorerquality,and,because
itwasnotmass-produced,muchmoreexpensive.However,Istillbelievethat
theRussian-madescooterdeservesmoreattentionthanithasbeengiventhus
far. It says somethingabout a timeanda system thatmay seemalien,but
whichhadatremendousimpactonwhatourworldlooksliketoday.11
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Tillberg’sevaluationmaysuggestthatintheSovietsystem,theexchange-
valueofSovietmodels,suchasItalianVespascootersorAmericanHoover
vacuumcleaners,wasconvertedintowhatSovieteconomiststermed‘use-
value’(potrebitel’naia stoimost’),12basedonhonestpracticalityandthesen-
soryqualitiesofobjects–their‘realism,weight,volume,andearth’,touse
anexpressionfromthe1920sinternationalistRussianavant-garde.13Inthis
interpretation, the perceived immorality of designers appears instead as
their great care for consumers and their wish to translate the advance-
mentsinworlddesignintotheirdailyenvironment–whileworkingonorig-
inalmodels,developingsophisticatedsystemsofdomesticequipmentand
envisioningde-artefactualisation.Thestereotypeofclumsyandunoriginal
Sovietcommoditiesobscuresthestorythattookplacebehindandbeyond
them – the theoretical debates, lectures, interdisciplinary seminars and
conceptuallydaringprojects.Theprofoundinterestinthisstoryinformed
TomCubbin’sevaluationoftheMoscowDesignMuseum’sfirstexhibition:
‘Importantly,thisshowmakesthepointthatduringlatesocialismtherewas
a communityofdesignerswhobelieved thatdesign in theSovietUnion
couldbeasociallyactivedisciplinethatwouldchangethelivesofcitizens
forthebetter.’14IhopethatIhavedemonstratedinthisbookthatthiscom-
munitywasdiverseandgenuineinitsbeliefinthepowerofobjectstocreate
differentwaysofeverydaylivingandthinking.Thething-powerofSoviet
materialculture,however,provedtoocomplextobemanagedbydesign.

Notes
 1 TsGALI SPb, f. 781, op. 1, d. 2, ll. 711; Runge, Istoriia dizaina, nauki i tekhniki,

pp. 366–400; Dmitry Azrikan, interview for the journal Projector, 23 September
2008, www.designet.ru/context/interview/?id=37621 (accessed 17 November
2012).

 2 IuriiSoloviev,Moia zhizn’ v dizaine (Moscow:SoiuzdizainerovRossii,2006).
 3 Thephrase‘backtotheUSSR’wasusedinEnglishintheoriginal–asareitera-

tionoftheannouncement’stitle,butalso,evidently,asabitterlyironicreference
to the catch-phrase resonant with post-Soviet nostalgia that developed in 2000s
Russia.

 4 Acommentaryon theentry in the Internetversionof the journalKak:Aleksandr
Matveev andVladimirSamoilov, ‘Back to theUSSR’, http://kak.ru/columns/desig
net/a1517/(accessed28March2015).

 5 Author’sinterviewwithMikhailAlekseevichKos’kov,recordedinStPetersburg,16
April2011.

 6 ‘Dizain,kotorogonebylo’,videorecorded17March2011,http://gogol.tv/video/122
(accessed30March2015).

 7 VNIITEannouncedthedecisiontoofficiallycloseitsdoorson14June2013,but
thiseventpassedvirtuallywithoutnoticeintheRussianpress,anditstillnominally
exists in thesame locationat theAll-RussiaExhibitionofEconomy (asuccessor
ofafamousSovietVDNKh,whosehistoricalnamehasjustbeenrevivedafterthe
area’smassive reconstruction). Itco-organisesdesignconferences; in thespring
of2014Iwasabletoworkinitsrarelyvisitedlibrary,thankstoitsonlylibrarian,
Ruf’LiutfievnaNurrulaeva.However,VNIITEevidentlynolongerhasauthorityand
prestigeamongRussiandesignersofvariousprofiles.
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 8 ‘Soviet Design 1950s–1980s’, www.moscowdesignmuseum.ru/en/exhibitions/1/
(accessed30March2015).

 9 ‘Dizain–massovoeproizvodstvo.AvRossiiproizvodstvanet’,AlenaLapina’sinter-
view with Aleksandra San’kova, Bolshoi Gorod, 28 November 2012, http://bg.ru/
entertainment/my_byli_po_odnu_storonu_barrikad_a_vstali_po_druguju-15852/
(accessed30March2015).

10 ThisevaluationismostprominentlyproposedbySusanE.Reid,MargaretaTillberg
and,fromayoungergeneration,TomCubbinandresearchersondesignintheBaltic
countries–LolitaJablonskiene,IlianaVeinberga,MariLaamanetsandAndresKurg.
AnumberofscholarsandcuratorssimilarlyapproachdesignintheEuropeancoun-
triesofthesocialistbloc,mostprominentlyDavidCrowley,whohasresearchedand
publishedextensivelyondesignandpopularcultureinPoland,Czechoslovakiaand
Hungary;in2008,withJanePavitt,heco-curatedtheexhibition‘ColdWarModern’
attheVictoriaandAlbertMuseum,London.

11 MargaretaTillberg,‘ExhibitioninMoscow,SovietDesign1950s–1980s’,Baltic Worlds 
1 (2013), 28–9, http://balticworlds.com/soviet-design-1950%E2%80%931980/
(accessed30March2015).

12 ’Kachestvo–trebovaniednia’,Sovetskaia torgovlia 2(1976),63.QuotedinOushakine,
‘Againstthe“CultofThings”’.

13 Theseelementswerepresentedasconstitutiveofanewtypeofobject,anticipated
inaneditorialinthefamoustrilingualavant-gardejournalVeshch/Gegenstand/Objet
publishedbytheartist(or,moreproperly,designer)Lazar’Lissitzkyandthewriter
IlyaEhrenburgin1922inBerlin.ElLissitzkyandIlyaEhrenburg,‘BlokadaRossii
konchaetsia’,Veshch/Gegenstand/Objet1–2(1922),1–4.

14 Tom Cubbin, ‘Back to the Future: What the New Moscow Design Museum Can
LearnfromtheSovietPast’,The Calvert Journal,http://calvertjournal.com/comment/
show/378/back-to-the-future-what-the-new-moscow-design-museum-can-learn-
from-the-sov(accessed30March2014).
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3 Ekaterina Ianovskaia, set of bottles and glasses, ‘Rainbow’, coloured and colourless lead glass, 
incising, 1964–72.

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PLATES.indd   3 20/01/2020   11:08



4 Boris Smirnov, decorative sculpture, ‘Tea Couple’, coloured ground and transparent 
non-lead glass, blown with hot applications, 1966.
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6 Boris Smirnov, sculpture, ‘Man, Horse, Dog and Bird’, colourless transparent non-lead glass, 
coloured ground and polished non-lead glass, blown with hot applications, before 1970.
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8 Wall clock, Iantar’, 1965.

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PLATES.indd   8 20/01/2020   11:08



9 
Ra

di
o 

re
ce

iv
er

, M
os

kv
ic

h,
 19

63
.

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PLATES.indd   9 20/01/2020   11:08



10 Vase, ‘Narcissus’, porcelain, colour monochrome glaze,  
shape by Anna Leporskaia, 1962.
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11 Buran vacuum cleaner, 1968.
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12 Teapot, USSR, porcelain, 1970s.

KARPOVA 9781526139870 PLATES.indd   12 20/01/2020   11:08



13 Olga Nekrasova-Karateeva, ‘Calla Lilies’, chamotte, salts, glazes, 1976.
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14 Mikhail Kopylkov, ‘Pink Dress and Autumn Coat’, chamotte, salts, glazes, metal, 1976.
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15 Vladimir Tsivin, ‘People and Objects’, chamotte, engobe, glaze, metal, glass, 1980.
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16 Olga Nekrasova-Karateeva, ‘Self-Portrait’, chamotte, enamels, glazes;  
potter A. Sokolov, 1984.
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