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Imagine walking into a darkened, dusty attic filled with near-endless disorganised 
piles of drawings, rolls of canvases and posters, boxes and boxes of slides, 
negatives, photos, 8, 16 and 35mm film, videos, tapes, shelves of books, catalogues, 
magazines, pamphlets, scrap note-books, diaries... Imagine someone asked you to 
write a story about it. One story made of thousands and thousands of stories.  

The point of departure for our exhibition was the limitless “archive” of “raw” materials 
that could be gathered concerning the so-called nonconformist art of the Soviet 
Union from 1980 to 1993 – a period wide enough, as we explain in the newspaper-
catalogue, to enable a contextualisation of the entire historical period known to the 
world as Perestroika. 

How could this mass of artistic and documentary material – an era's mental and 
material culture – be turned into an exhibition in a 21st century art museum? Very 
much simplified, there are at least three issues at stake. Firstly, how is the history of 
an era to be legitimately written? Secondly, how is this represented to an audience 
which to a large part has no personal experience of that time? Thirdly, how is the 
exhibition itself to work as an installation – an intervention in the space of a museum 
of contemporary art? In response, the “Raw, the Cooked and the Packaged – The 
Archive of Perestroika Art" is, firstly, a philosophical case study in the making of 
history; secondly, a process of bringing the archive to life in the audience's 
experience; and finally, installed ironically as a nonconformist “ap-art” exhibition 
within the context of a museum. Perhaps a little history of the exhibition itself will 
serve as an illustration, as well as an explanation of its title. 

Let us start with the “raw” situation. Travel across the many lands that made up the 
former Soviet Union, and you will still find decrepit attics filled with rotting documents, 
wet and mouldy cellars filled with canvases, brittle film material on rubbish tips, 
thrown out with the demise of once-famous film studios. Those pieces now 
recognised and consecrated as “art” are often hidden in inaccessible private 
collections, known, if at all, to small coteries of insiders. Even the state collections - 
often the best due to lavish donations, often by destitute artists - are rarely put on 
show. All this, of course, excepting the work of one loosely related group which is 
known to the world at large: the Moscow Conceptualists - a concentration of artists 
based in the former Soviet capital, given its name in western exile, and marketed by 
western auction houses.1 This concentration on Moscow, and on those artists 
consecrated by the west, has left an enormous gap in knowledge of Soviet art. It is 
symbolised by the distance separating Sverdlovsk-Yekaterinburg and Tallinn, two 
cities whose artists were included in the exhibition in Helsinki at Kiasma. 

Interestingly, geography was particularly relevant to the gestation of the project due 
to the remit set by funding bodies. Not only were the original plans to include Odessa 
scrapped as unrealistic, but Tallinn itself, as it was later discovered, had fallen 
beyond the pale of Nordic Funding. In producing the project in 6 months, the nigh-
impossible time table and lack of resources competed with each other for attention. 

Nevertheless, we decided to include and carry out research in Estonia, spending 
several weeks at a time in Tallinn. Not only did we contact the prominent figures of 

                                                
1 Boris Groys' programmatic essay, “Moscow Romantic Conceptualism” was published in “A-Ya”, a Paris-based 

Russian-language journal of non-conformist Soviet exiles in 1979. Sothebey's auction of 1988 in Moscow first put 
Soviet nonconformist art in mainstream collectors' sights, and this group, which includes the émigres Ilya Kabakov 
and Komar & Melamid, has dominated the niche market at least since that time. 



1980s nonconformist art, and even in criticism and photography, but we also dug into 
the punk and indie music scene of the time. These were remarkable encounters 
indeed. It's hard to forget the gaunt figure of Jaan Klõšeiko, gesticulating wildly with 
absurd humour, as he wheeled out stories, stranded with us for what seemed like 
hours on a traffic island off Freedom Square with the roar of the traffic all around. We 
spent days in meetings in Kuku, what an undergroundshik from “Piter” might have 
called Tallinn's “Saigon”. Yes, and we also have unique video material, including the 
accounts of the wonderful custodian of paintings in KUMU, who gave us hours of 
time in the collections, her memory likely the best archive that museum has. 

The raw materials finally reached Kiasma through a plethora of channels and in a 
volume which kept Kiasma's staff on their feet. One of the last arrivals was Villu 
Tamme from J.M.K.E., who arrived the day before the opening with hundreds of 
documents and photographs. After sitting him down in the exhibition space at the 
central table of the “Archival Room”, he blithely banged at the computer keyboard, 
merrily nodding his red goatee-beard while inputting the names of his old mates and 
dates of his documents for the benefit of our visitors – while all the while, a frenetic 
technical team raced to hang around 80 works of painting. Tamme had brought about 
10 kilos worth of “piles of shit” from Tallinn. Raul Saaremets of Röövel Ööbik, 
likewise loaned us invaluable photographs, tapes and documents, including the 
letters he had written and received from the legendary John Peel of the BBC. In 
Helsinki, the Stupido Twins record label gave us an entire carrier-bag full of  C-
cassettes of original Estonian bands of the perestroika period, while the artist Jorma 
Hautala provided a solid cross-section of mainly graphic works of his Estonian 
colleagues. Raul Meel, too, himself arrived in person with graphics, beautiful hand-
bound albums of his work and a complete documentary section of his own. And that 
is not even half the story.  

It was with this wealth of rarely, if ever, shown art and archival material, ranging from 
the most highly reputable, canonized art to the totally unknown – gathered almost 
entirely from artists and collectors themselves – that we began to “cook”.  

Yet instead of the typical periodisation, narration, classification, organisation, 
categorisation, labelling, and finally regimentation, which is implied by this term, we 
opened up this process to the audience itself. The entire “archive” of artworks and 
documents were installed so as to allow the audience a sensual experience of the 
“noise of time” of perestroika, while providing the tools to go into as much depth as it 
wanted. This included hundreds of documents (many translated), the newspaper-
catalogue (which depicted the works alongside short narratives mostly written by the 
artists themselves), and an ever increasing number of visual and textual markers as 
the exhibition progressed. The audience was drawn into the museum by a special 
collection of (double-sided) canvases of the “New Artists” in the main window of 
Kiasma facing Mannerheimentie, a beautiful space used for the first time in the 
history of the museum. The other side of these raw, unframed paintings was seen on 
Kiasma's Foyer Balcony next to the Moving Images section, which displayed 
approximately 7 hours of films, animations and documentaries, many of which have 
rarely if ever been shown. Also, looking from this main balcony, a specially 
commissioned work of “Socio-Cultural Mapping” could be seen at the far-end of the 
museum in the Window Gallery. Following this, there were two core thematic spaces. 

First, the so-called “Life Room” in Studio K. To re-create the unusual, both highly 
serious but often anarchic atmosphere of the underground milieux, we reinvented the 
nonconformist practise of “carpet hanging”. This manner of hanging works to almost 
fill entire walls was typical of “apartment exhibitions” found across the USSR as a 
result of being banned from public galleries and museums. To illustrate this 
relationship, a statue of Lenin with a pair of military binoculars, looked down from a 



balcony high up within Studio K onto the unofficial, nonconformist exhibition. 

In apartment exhibitions, works of totally different artistic and intellectual orientation 
were commonly displayed side by side. Doing this in a 21st century museum, and 
about a past historical epoch naturally changes things considerably. For example, it 
allows visitors to contrast but also find striking similarities between works of now-
recognised “masters” and other (still) unrecognised artists. The same comparative 
interest is created between artists and cities who knew nothing of each other at that 
time. The installation thus demonstrated a strategy akin to that of an unprejudiced 
anthropologist-collector, rather than a critic-arbiter. By collecting “an archive of 
paintings” hung in a way to recreate a certain context and spirit, it offers the audience 
a glimpse into a lost time. Importantly, it also gives the audience a hand in the crucial 
power of curatorship: selection and consecration. “What is to be remembered?”, the 
exhibition asks. In this way it invites the audience to contribute to the act of narrating 
and categorising – of “writing and re-writing history”.  

Another undercurrent, happily adopted and confirmed to us by guides and our own 
experience with enthusiastic visitors, concerned the public's current attitude towards 
often unimaginative, “dead” art museums: they need to be taken-over, turned into 
apartments, lived in, in order to come back to life. This brings us to the theme of 
room adjacent to Studio K, the “Archival Room”, which was also known as the “After-
Life”. In this space literally hundreds of materials in multiple media and genres were 
available for “interactive” use - a term which, as we shall explain, is not really 
sufficient. They were fully accessible in hundreds of drawers, closets, catalogues-file 
drawers and other archival furniture. All of these archival materials – from the Archive 
of Smells (clothes), of Music (many genres), of Tins (a Warhol Soup Can surrounded 
by Soviet tins), of Postcards and Posters – were directly or indirectly related to the 
art-works of the Life Room. The sketches and photographs of Group T's (in)famous 
actions, for example, were linked to Raul Kurvitz's original hand-made poster of the 
time, which hung near one of his oil paintings in Studio K.  

There is no doubt that significant curatorial choices were made in gathering the 
collection, despite the works' diversity in style, origin and reputation. Certain artists 
whose importance rested predominantly on their political function – representing 
officialdom or dissent, national proclamations, religion or pure ideological symbolism 
were deemed the province of academic historical research proper. Ignoring these 
issues, of course, would be folly. It is hence works which address these issuesthem 
without being limited by their strictly ideological confines which interested us most.  

This might be illustrated by Raul Meel's albums and hand -written sketches for his 
work “Gulag”. They allow the tragic background of Soviet history to be brought into 
the present in a universal visual-poetic idiom. For us, it seems, Meel achieves his aim 
without the reductionist and bogus argument of “guilt by association” common in 
Estonia today. This muddy logic tars the Russian artists with the crimes of their 
oppressors, who rather shared with all Soviet citizens in this horrible predicament. 
Naturally, this last particular narrative is our own. It deliberately represents the 
opinion of two of many possible narrators. Clearly there have been and will be others 
with different agendas: those wishing to “save” their favourite artists from oblivion in 
the chaos of a large, loosely categorised archive; those who wish to tell the story of 
only their own nation; those only defending their own city; and others promoting only 
their own friends, or even only their own works and deeds. Yet we allowed the 
audience a little more mental and physical involvement in this process, more 
“interactivity” with history – both the material culture of the past and its narration - 
than is common even in our supposedly democratic museum culture. The 
newspaper-catalogue – one for each visitor - encouraged viewers to use it as a 
notepad, as a scrap-book and as sheets to be inserted into three typewriters, ready 



for employment by the audience in the Archival Room. Many visitors accepted this 
invitation to gather their own experiential evidence, and then “to cook”. 

Now this is not the superior, top-down “education” of spectators in the old-fashioned 
manner. Unlike a text-book or TV-programme, and rather more like an internet which 
involves all the senses, one must enter information and put in effort to create for 
oneself a coherent understanding, a re-presentation. Similarly, the project of the 
exhibition itself was and is a work in process, with explanations, information and 
works being added cumulatively. The visitor is confronted with / co-writes a history-in-
the-making. 

The final result is open. This is what irritates those who wish to have a neatly 
polished authoritative version of history, and of “Perestroika” in this case. They yearn 
for the “Packaged”, the finished History with a capital H, the simple black-and-white 
fairytale. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union coincided with the triumph of post-modernism, 
vulgarised in the notion of “the collapse of grand narratives”. One of these grand 
narratives to topple was that of Communism. More fundamentally, however, the 
possibility of monolithic narratives per se was declared epistemologically defunct. Yet 
how to avoid this scepticism about particular “absolutist” versions of stories of the 
past resulting in a complete loss of belief in reality - an utterly arbitrary and 
dangerous relativism, a loss of the notion of truth?   

“The Raw, The Cooked and The Packaged” is not philosophically post-modernist in 
the sense of encouraging disbelief in evidential truth. On the contrary, it shows how 
much of the evidence is in danger of being lost to the vagaries of time and un-factual 
selection. It shows how aesthetic events and their material evidence come into 
circulation, are transformed, “cooked” and “packaged”. If there is only one 
“Packaged” which the exhibition has shown to be incomplete and empty, it is that  
almost two decades of art may be represented by a clutch of supposedly dissident 
artists from Moscow.** It attempts to unravel how ideologies and wishful thinking, 
markets, gate-keepers and their audiences build their convenient fictions – and 
makes an attempt to show how a larger and deeper range of representation can be 
made possible. This investigation into the archive of history and its understanding is 
being taken developed further in “Paths Not Taken”, the upcoming edition of 
Framework – The Finnish Art Review. The themes of the exhibition are also being 
taken up by a major seminar in Split, Croatia this August, and the next major 
exhibition, including new sections on other former nonconformist movements, is 
planned for Budapest 2009. 

 

 

*“The Raw, The Cooked and The Packaged – The Archive of Perestroika Art” 
A Multi-Part Exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Kiasma (Helsinki, 29 
November 2007 – 8 January 2008) opened at the same time as a major international 
conference “Revisting Perestroika – Processes and Alternatives” at Helsinki 
University. See http://www.helsinki.fi/aleksanteri/conference2007/ 

** The Ron Feldman Gallery's “Artists Against the State: Perestroika Revisited”, 
which included almost only Moscow artists, presents this typical Cold War narrative 
already in its title. 

 


