The villas of the “New Russians’:

a sketch of consumption and cultural identity
in post-Soviet landscapes

Caroline Humphrey

From the early 1990s on the outskirts of Rus-
sian cities there have appeared developments
of spectacular villas designed for the habita-
tion of the rich. For the first time since the
Revolution, we see the appearance of large,
individually-owned houses for single families.
The villas are interesting in two ways, for they
represent not only a new form of real-estate
property but also a new and evolving archi-
tectural style. Their raw, red brick facades give
them a quite different appearance from the
apartment blocks and weather-beaten log cot-
tages of the Soviet era. What can be discov-
ered from the villas about the cultural iden-
tity of the people who commission them, the
business elites who are called the New Rus-
sians? The story I shall tell reveals the deep
ambiguity of ‘readings’ of the material ob-
ject, not only in general but more particularly
when cultural identity is so contested as to be
hardly achievable.

The New Russians can be imagined as a
cultural entity with a shining, spectacular face
and a shadowy side. There is a certain circu-
larity in their relation with the villas, since if
people are asked who the New Russians are

Focaal no. 30/31, 1997: pp. 85-106

they will often reply that they are the ones
who own that kind of conspicuous house.
These new kinds of people are known to oth-
ers by appearances, that is, when material
signs of their presence are perceived in the
post-Soviet landscape.

“We often see his shining automobile racing
through the city at high speed. Sometimes his
slightly plump figure in an expensive cash-
mere coat is glimpsed as he passes from his
car to a restaurant or bank or through the
mysteriously glittering doors of a luxurious
office™ (Kryshtanovskaya 1997).

It will be suggested that we are faced here,
more starkly than in most cases, with the two-
sidedness of ‘identity’, that is, the relation
between identity as conferred by others and
identity as felt and expressed from inside.'
This paper will point to the difficulty in-
volved in achieving cultural identity amid the
contested values of contemporary Russia. In
the context of consumption, it is useful to dis-
tinguish between mytho-historical self-images
(interpretations of one’s material objects that
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provide a placement of the self in the world)
and what is said about these same objects
when no such mythic work has been achieved.
The villas of the New Russians are the ground
. for two specific self-images, that of an haute
. bourgeoisie within an imagined *historical’
Empire and that of sleek, efficient Europeans
within a globalized vista of modern business
elites. 1 follow Miller (1994a: 313-6) in argu-
ing that this contradiction of myths is neither
inauthentic nor a cause of anxiety to the New
Russians themselves. tndeed, there is 2 third
villa style which is hyped as the most prestig-
jous and popular, namely the combination of
the two styles mentioned above (Business in
. Russia 1995: xxiv). The point, however, is that
it is very often the case that none of these
. styles can be achieved. There is 2 slippage
. petween the mental image and the physical
fact of the building, often indeed a ludicrous
. gap. This reveals the unintended aspects of
identity creation, the heaps and bits and pieces
that have somehow ended up on the site,
which of course are at the same time visible
and ‘readable’ by everyonc else. The slippage
may be unintended but s no accident, since it
reflects the general post-Soviet condition,
. which is characterized by uncertainty ot irony
. towards any grand mythic projects.
Furthermore, the very materiality of the vil-
las, which are built for a widely detested so-
cial category, the New Russians, becomes @
fertile ground for acts of demonstrative neg-
ligence, even sabotage. Building teams are
often drawn from the rural poor on tempo-
rary contracts, in other words from people
who have no liking whatsoever for the rich in
Russia’s divided society- The New Russian
client buys, let us say ‘a jacussi’, which in-
deed appears in the bathroom, but only to find
that it is fatally cracked, somehow built in with
insoluable plumbing problems, and sur-
rounded by tiles which clatter from the wall
at a touch.
Consumption is central to the creation of
culture, since it involves a process of objecti-
fication which enables material things and
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The New Russians in the public

Jandscape

The term ‘New Russian’ has its place among
a host of epithets of difference, labels for peo-
ple marked in this way as somehow alien from
the unmarked, ‘ordinary’ Russian crowd.

Gypsies, Caucasians,

Tadjik refugees and

many others are subject to intense stereotyp-
ing in the shifting matrix of economic-politi-
. cal competition, where images of shady deals
. intersect with broader categories of ‘race’ and
. nation (Lemon 1996, Humphrey 1997). But
the New Russian idea engenders 2 further
anxious ambiguity, as these new people are

understood not to be

intrinsically other but

indeed to have derived and spun away from
‘us’, the unmarked mainstream, and further-
more it is felt that they may represent Rus-

sia’s future.




The term ‘New Russian’ has evolved to ac-
quire a definite and transferable meaning. It
refers to an image of people with a new and
alien mentality, people who are rapacious,
materialist, and shockingly economicaily suc-

, cessful. In short, New Russians are *new’ be-
- cause they do not give precedence to various
hoary Soviet values, which are still mostly
. seen in a rosy hue by everyone else: the value
. of honest labour, of supporting the kollektiv,
- of respect for the working masses, of high-
-minded personal frugality, and above all the
value of production of goods for the benefit
. of society as a whole. In this mode of talking
New Russians are presumed to be ‘corrupt’. I
have often been told that no-one could be-
come so rich in an honest way. This can im-
ply a general moral condemnation, not sim-
ply an accusation of illegality, so it can in-
clude acting autonomously for one’s own eco-
nomic benefit, which was virtually prohibited
one way or another in Soviet times, and leap-
ing to riches by financial astuteness (in other
words, as if by magic) rather than by the time-
honoured methods of patronage and blaf? (see
Humphrey 1995). Business people do not
share these perceptions although they are of
course aware of them, and therefore the loaded
- term ‘New Russian’ is rarely used as a self-
. appellation, unless with an ironic smile as an
. explanation to outsiders.?

Recently, the term has come to be omnipres-
ent in the media as a description which can
be applied in spreading contexts. So New
Russian can apply to Georgians, Buryats and
so forth,* and even to Gypsy children who skip
school to set up their own money-spinning
businesses, in this case described by their
teacher with some admiration for their initia-
tive (fzvestiya 8-6-1997: 5). By the late 1990s
the term no longer necessarily implies con-
demnation, and indeed the tone in which it is
used indicates much about the speaker. Nev-
ertheless the intelligentsia still contrasts the
New with Eternal Russians. For example, a
theatre critic accuses a production of a play
by Dostoevski of conjuring up luxury both
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on the stage and off (the unbelievably large
bouquet from the Mayor of Moscow, Yurit
Luzhkov, the audience of political and com-
mercial personalities, the noisy actors depict-
ing “foreign Russians with their mad and light
money, who are unable to create a form for
themselves™) and all this is incompatible with
the “wild, nervous, thirsty condition of the
Russian soul” (Maksimova 1997). But at the
same time there are many young people for
whom “lack of form” creates no anxicty at
all. For them, it is enough of a goal to become
rich. “New Russians, ah, there are so many
wannabes”, as one businessman said to me.
In sum, we have a term which refers to a
new mentality and an aspirational status rather
than to a defined social group, a term, fur-
thermore, which is primarily used from out-

. side. In many ways the category is not unlike

Homo Soveticus, the New Soviet Man, which
was similarly an aimed-for goal for some, a
rhetorical image, and an object of endless

- ironic musings from the intelligentsia. Inter-

estingly, both categories are structured by
gender, though in different ways. The New
Soviet Man was accompanied by the New
Soviet Woman, who stood at his shoulder as
a ‘lesser equal’ in the same heroic mould.®
The New Russian, on the other hand, is pic-
tured as a man, with glamorous female de-
pendents. Advertising directed at New Rus-
sians supposes 2 penumbra of ‘feminine’
wives, mistresses and high-class prostitutes,
who emphatically do not control businesses
and whose time is pictured as being spent in
consumption, home-making, manicures, self-
improvement, and so forth. One even finds a
rhetorical flourish dimly reminiscent of ear-
lier inspirational efforts. For example, the
glossy magazine Domovoi (Home) for March
1997 has a cover with a trailing flower and
the words:

“Life is a pure flame,
and we live

with an invisible sun,
shining in us"
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Perhaps because consumption plays such a
large part in the presumed activity of the New
Russians and because it is the women who do
much of the buying, the whole category ap-
pears as an uneasy world, ferociously male
on its leading edge and yet feminized inside
by gendered objects designed to appeal to
women. As will be discussed below, the villa
itself has this same structure.

Tn short, I am suggesting here that ‘New
Russian’ is a cultural category and that it is
this changing cultural entity, rather than a pre-
sumed social reality lying beneath it, which
should be used to explain the relation between
the villas and the identity formation of the
owners. Rather than visualizing the issue as 2
dualistic opposition between ‘people’ and
‘things (for discussion, see Miller 1994b) this
paper asks: what kinds of culturally defined
persons engage in the making of the villas?
And we should be aware of these houses in
the same cultural medium, that is by the term

. they are widely referred to, kottedzhi (a word

resonant of refined repose, deriving from the
English ‘cottage’, which will be discussed in
more detail later in this paper).

However, a cultural account ispotintheend -

adequate unless there is some knowledge of
the social, economic and political circum-
stances in which the cuitural phenomena arise,
and this is fundamental when the achievement
of culture is in doubt. Anthropologists often
assume, perhaps because this is their experi-
ence of fieldwork, that culture is unproblem-
atically in existence (whatever is there, is ‘cul-
ture’). Yet the case of the New Russians shows
clearly that culture, in this instance the con-
vincing coincidence of the desired images
with the material objects, has to be achieved
and may be a process fraught with difficulty.
To explain the construction of New Russian
culture requires that an account is given of
economic and social conflicts, though 1 shall
confine myself to an extremely brief summary
here.

The business, service and financial elite of
Russia exists in a complex world peopled also
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by government officials, elected politicians,
the managers of former state (now ‘priva-
tized’) enterprises, industrial workers and
miners, state employees (such as teachers or
doctors), state dependents (such as pension-
ers), petty traders, the armed services, and
agricultural workers. The most notable fact
about this elite is that it has money at its dis-
posal, and yet pays very little tax,® whereas
virtually all other people are subject to late
payment of miserable wages, payment in kind,
or no wages at all, while the former state en-
terprises for which they work are subject to
high taxation. During the 1990s, the Russian
economy, especially outside the metropolis,
has become substantially demonetized. There
has been a mass turn to subsistence agricul-
ture, even by city dwellers, and to barter. In
circumstances where there is a general lack
of money {(when even unemployment benefit
might be paid in fur coats’ or an electricity
bill in saplings, Humphrey 1997), when pov-
erty exists on & vast scale,} and street prices
are the same as those in Western Europe, it is
not surprising that business elites are the ob-
ject of intense envy and dislike.
The ‘New Russians’ can be broadly de-
. scribed in terms of wealth (rich),’ generation
- (young and early middle-aged), occupation
. (finance, business, services, crime),'? and life-
. style (innovative, western). They are thus cul-
wurally somewhat distinct from the old Soviet
nomenkiatura,“ those managers and officials
who have retained influence while also gen-
erally clinging to previous methods and val-
ues. The distinction holds even though many
of the nomenklatura have become managers
of privatized enterprises and in some Cases
become very rich,'? and even though many
of the New Russians are people who ‘rose out
of production’, having gained experience
(trading, negotiating, making contacts) in the
previous Soviet enterprises and then turning
this to good account in their new life as entre-
. preneurs. Now, very few New Russians make
| their money from manufacturing. Rather, they
are importers, EXporters, retailers, wholesal-




ers, bankers, financial consultants, racketeers,
and so forth, and in these activities they both
cooperate and compete with the other main
economic players on the scene, the directors
of enterprises, the aspirant petty traders, and
the government officials.

It is difficult to be more precise than this in
mapping cultural categories, such as New
Russian and nomenkiatura, onto the shifting
and complex occupational categories of a di-
versifying economy. '? The children of the old
Soviet elite have had an advantageous posi-
tion from which to start up new business; the
pervasive network of protection-patronage
‘roofs’ ties many a disparate institution to-
gether, while young, flexible and commer-
cially astute people can try their hands in a
number of contexts, moving say from illegal
to legitimate business, from employee to en-
trepreneur, or from government official to
banker, and back again. Nevertheless, a cer-
tain consolidation is becoming apparent. In
the last few years difficulty in obtaining loans
from banks and high taxation have created
obstacles to setting up new firms, and there
are indications that the number of small busi-
nesses has declined (Nelson and Kuzes 1995:
124). At the same time in particular locali-
ties, banks, government agencies and exist-
ing successful firms often operate tightly
linked and mutually beneficial relations
{Clarke, Ashwin and Borisov 1997). Still,
close as these ties may be, the villas are a mark
of cultural change: the old nomenklatura tend
to be content with their already highly privi-
leged apartments and country homes (dacha),
while it is the business people, wielding wealth
rather than power, who put much of their
money into building villas.

The New Russians bear an ideological
weight on all sides: they are the great hope
for 2 new bourgeois transition to capitalist
prosperity for the whole country and at the
same time they are the reviled carriers of the
erstwhile crime of speculation.' This situa-
tion promotes an anxiety more acute than that
created by the previous gulf between New
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Soviet Man/Woman and the realities of life.
The New Russians ponder the pages of Vogue
and feel they should fashion themselves as
better than their Western equivalents, because
after all they are Russians, and in the van-
guard. Hence the importance of styling salons
and gyms, where physically new bodies are
being pummelled and cosseted into shape.
Perhaps never before have style magazines
been taken so literally to heart, by people who
missed out on generations of advertising: New
Russians scrutinize Vogue because they think
they should really look like that. Bearing the
results in their newly thin (to the point of
emaciation) bodies, the current wives produce
themselves to excel over their lumpier sisters,
the former wives, wannabes and no-hopers.
The spread of visualization in the Russian
culture industry has given birth to a new so-
cial institution, the prezentatsiya, a media
party for the celebration of new cultural events
(a film or album release, an exhibition, a new
journal) which normally takes place in the
vacated halls of high culture, such as the Cen-
tral House of Artists. Condee and Padunov
{1995: 159-60) have remarked that the ritual
of prezentatsiya “'serves high culture with an
eviction notice”, replacing it if only for a night
with the culture of titillation and spectacle.
Here, and in the newspaper reports next day,
New Russians become the visible emblems
for the flashy ebullience of a new cultural
wave. Yet there is an undertow of anxious
relations, heard in the bitter accusations of
heartless vulgarity from outside and the ru-
mours of depression, anorexia, or desperation
from inside (the last perhaps not unconnected
with the insecurity of economic life and the
dangerous ties with racketeers which virtu-
ally all businesses are forced to maintain). 'S
A journalist has written, *“We call him the
‘New Russian’ and we suspect him of all pos-
sible vices. But to be honest, we know almost
nothing of his life” (Kryshtanovskaya 1997).'¢
However, this ‘ignorance’ is no barrier to the
construction of categories and does not mean
it is impossible to identify actual people as
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1r New Russians (people will say, for example,
“My nephew is a New Russian”), but it does
raise a problem of the cultural self-identity of
people so described. How does one sec one-
: ; self through a category that has been created

largely out of negation? The social currency
. of stereotypical jokes about New Russians is
A l that they operate ‘in the opposite way to eve-
ryone else’. For example: two New Russians

by 1 |
[‘_1'.1 ot 1 meet on the street in Paris. One says to the
e 1 other,
oy
ke ! “That is a very splendid tie you are wearing.
l How much did you pay for it?"

“One thousand francs.”
“Qh you fool. I saw one round the corer for

two thousand francs.”

Material culture and identity in
political context

The approach of this paper takes account of
the theoretical critiques of a transparent no-
tion of identity which sees it as integral and
originating, as the unmediated emanation of
a centred author of social practice. The con-
cept of identity used here is not essentialist,'’
but positional and strategic. The example of
the New Russians is a good one 10 illustrate
the point that identity does not signal some
inner cultural ‘self’ underlying superficial dif-
ferences and more genuine than the artificially
imposed ‘selves’ given from outside. The New
Russians have no shared history, or if they
. do, it is an extremely short one. We should
: accept that such an identity can never be uni-
| fied and that in our times it is increasingly
constructed through contradictory and con-
. tested discourses.
Stuart Hall (1996: 2) points out that what is
. needed in order to theorize identity 15 “not 2
theory of the knowing subject, but rather a
theory of discursive practice". However, this
should not so much entail abandoning the
subject as reconceptualizing it in a displaced
or decentred position. This rethinking stresses

R —
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the concept of +identification’, which is the
process by which subjects relate to discursive
practices, and the potitics of exclusion which
that appears to entail. 1dentification operates
by the “binding and marking of symbolic
boundaries, the production of ‘frontier-
effects™(1996: 3), which requires that what
is left outside, its constitutive outside, in fact
consolidates the process itself. In this case we

are dealing with a most complex process, how-
ever, whereby those left outside may not only
consolidate but may also undermine the mean-
ings given by the New Russians themselves,
thus creating fractured, nevcr-quite-achievcd
images. The construction of a public exterior
(the villas, the Mercedes cars, the designer
clothes) which excludes others, is also the
shining face on which the excluded inscribe
their envy, jealousy, admiration, and so forth,
thereby establishing certain socially-current
meanings that even the New Russians them-
selves cannot ignore.

So what this paper points to is the difficulty
and contingency of identification as a proc-
ess. This is particularly the case with identifi-
cation through the medium of large material
objects like houses, which are subject to eco-
nomic, political and other constraints, and
which always sit in a landscape created by
other interests and histories. The projettion
of cultural identity in such a situation is al-
ways ‘to0 much’ or ‘too little’, an over-deter-
mination or a lack (Hall 1996: 3), and in this

case the misfit is especially interesting in re-
lation to Russian history. It is argued here that

the New Russians arc engaging in a process
of self identification, using the resources of
history and European culture to represent

. themselves to themselves. But essentially this
; success of this process is dependent on the
' relation of New Russians with political pow-
. ers that can sustain them. The further one
moves from a political metropolis, the weaker
and more incoherent this self-identity be-
comes, contested and laughed-at from outside,
and incapable of containing and subsumming
the objects to its own interpretations. Here




another process takes place, a default con-

sumption, whereby the materia] objects, ap-

propriated one by one, themselves appear as
sufficient, as almost un-reinterpreted things,

» to be appropriated for ‘what they are’. This

' process | call ‘content-consumption', that is,

* content as distinguished from form, With this
process, rather than cultural identity being
created through re-interpreting objects in the
micro-world of cultura] understanding of the
metropolis, here the goods themselves confer
their ideatity on their owners ('the man with
the Mercedes,’ ‘I am the sort of person who
has a kottedzh ).

The attitude this latter process reveals is
founded partly on the inability of a particular
group to re-mythicize objects culturally,'® and
partly on a more pervasive post-Soviet eclec-
ticism, an anti-utopian signalling which sub-
verts any grand myth (Boym 1994: 250). Now
it is true that in a few of the most sophisti-
cated metropolitan villas, where the owners
may be financial ‘sponsors’ of conceptual art-
ists or film-makers, there is a radical eclecti-
cism which is a consciously postmodernist
Statement. But in the provinces something
quite different seems to be going on, a plainly

! acquisitive ‘content consumption’ that is more

 like a fall-out of Soviet-era Socialist Realism,
the anti-aesthetic which lingered into the
1970s and 80s as the naturalist depiction of
‘reality’ but bereft of the Stalinist myth which
had inspired it (Groys 1993). In this case ‘con-
tent consumption’ cannot be regarded as a
culturally creative gesture, insofar as it can-
not attain style and ignores form,

The above implies that it would be wrong
to suppose that our task is to discover what
New Russian cultural identity is, as if 'it’ were
a whole ‘thing’ waiting in limbo, ready for
analysis. Rather, we should be looking at the
historically-formed contexts where affirma-
tions of identity appear or are made evident.
The building of new houses is evidently a
quite specific context, Consumption here, in-
stead of being constituted as entirely separate
from production (i.e. as an activity only of
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choosing or receiving already constituted ob.-
Jects like in Soviet tires) is promoted by real-
eslate agents as a wonderfully creative ma-
+ ter. The client is encouraged to intervene in
+ the production of the villa as a whole object.
Villas are constructed and marketed in Rus-
+ *sia as repertoires of parts, such as “S. P Poras
staircases, heating Systems, Saunatec saunas
and winter gardens with Forsan Metalityo
equipment” (Business in Russiq 1995: xxvii),
which are built into whole houses along with
locally-made foundations, brick-laying, roof-
» ing and so forth. Architects are notably ab-
* sent from this process. The clients are thus, at
least in the agents’ rhetoric, enabled to create
v their “own individua] comfort and luxury”
+ (often an illusion, as will be explained further
+ below). To help them a host of life-style maga-
zines, real-estate agents, interior designers,
landscapers, floral consultants and so forth,
have appeared in the metropolis. These agen-
cies are staffed by wannabe New Russians,
- the cutting-edge of the aspirational class, the
interpreters who take the most active part in
concocting the mytho-historical stories which
give sense to the whole idea of the kottedzh,
In the provinces these ‘cultural translators’
{Bredin 1996) hardly exist, and this is another
factor which encourages the piecemeal activ-
ity of ‘content consumption’,

Superficially, the villas might be seen as a
quite unproblematic arena for identity con-
struction, simply as a Veblenesque conspicu-
0us consumption aimed to convey messages
and make an impression, Furthermore, be-
cause the New Russians have suddenly
emerged only in the last few years, their vil-
las escape the condition of the socially-formed
habitus which structures most forms of dwell-
ing everywhere. Carsten and Hugh-Jones have
written (1996: 64), “A ready-made environ-
ment fashioned by a previous generation and
lived in long before it becomes an object of
thought, the house is a prime agent of
socialisation”. Clearly the villas are not like
this, as many of them are not lived in at all, as
will be explained below. However, it will be
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argued that even in the most inventive sce-
nario the villas are involved with existing cul-
tural categories. Perhaps more generally one
could say that there is a contradiction between
‘conspicuous consumption’ and the idea of
inventing an utterly new house-style, since
material objects cannot denote any meanings
unless they are part of some kind of semantic
conventions, What is significant in the case
of the villas is that the value attached to the
conventions is disputed. For example, high
fences may denote privacy, but is privacy a
‘bad’ or a ‘good’ thing? In various parts of
Russia there are different outcomes of the
shifting “battle of the sign” (Voloshinov
1973). Furthermore, the battlegrounds of per-
vasive social disagreements uncover further
layers of disaccord and lack of conviction, 0
a villa glowingly viewed by some as 3 *pal-
ace in the Baroque style’ may by other peo-
ple (or at another time) be seen only in terms
of its brand-name German components and
compared unfavourably with Swedish varie-
ties, or it may simply be summed up by price,
and again this may be done sourly or with
admiration. Such piercings of the cocoons of
cultural agreements about what things mean
are fiercest in the provinces, perhaps, buteven
in the great cities there are other, more practi-
cal, underminings of pretensions going on.
For all the elimination of architects, the con-
sumption of housing in Russia is not a free
arena for bricolage according 10 whim. On the
contrary, the clients have 1o contend not only
with the financial transaction (how to get hold
of and transfer money in order actually to re-
ceive an inhabitable building),'? but also with
Russian planning laws, the politics of urban
space, the problems of transportation, strug-
gles over supply of electricity, water, tel-
ephone lines, etc., and the slap-dash habits of
builders. And then there are the neighbours.
We should be asking ourselves why construc-
tion companies advertise bullet-proof glass
windows and almost always refer to security
in one way or another. It is not that we can
see consumption as in principle free, but
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hemmed in by such limitations. Rather, such
conditions are intrinsic 1o the process of con-
sumption of housing from the outset (Hertz-
feld 1991). They are social conditions inform-
ing not only ‘choices’, butalso ‘non-choices’
. the outcomes that no-one really wanted or
consciously planned for. There is perhaps al-
ways an underside to identity, namely the
unselfconscious practices which are neverthe-
less perceived sharply from the outside.

The rest of the paper will first discuss the
socio-political conditions of the existence of
villas and then proceed to comment on the
aesthetics of the new houses. I shall use
Revzin's (1993) discussion of architectural
meaning, in particular his distinction between
stylistic and iconographic analyses of archi-
tecture as art, to provide the means for de-
scribing the semiotic connotations of the villa.
I conclude with some implications of Boris
Groys's radical argument (1992, 1993) about
the aesthetic power acquired by the political
leader in Stalinist Soviet society to make an
argument for the implicit politicization of the

_aesthetics of Russian housing.

Housing as property:
the dacha and villa compared

To understand the impact of the villas we have
to think ourselves into a situation where for
seventy years housing had been deliberately
divorced from wealth, and wealth to a great
extent from power and status. This long-stand-
ing Soviet arrangement has not changed over-
night. Even in summer 1996 it was the case
that the Russian government leaders, includ-
ing Yeltsyn, were all allotted housing in the
same, externally unremarkable apartment
block in Moscow, this block also being in-
- habited by a due percentage of ‘the people’
'in archetypal Soviet style.2 Politicians ios-
ing their posts had to leave the apartment
block (Rykovtseva 1996).%! Villas on the other
hand embody a new relationship with the
dwelling: the villa is private property and 8




demonstration of wealth rather than political

position. This, involves a nexus of relations

to property and regulations which can best be
understand by comparing the villa with the
dacha.

In what follows I shall be leading towards
the idea that the appearance of the villa is not
Just a matter of chosen style, but rather that
its whole existence in the landscape is a func-
tion first of all of its economic-political sta-
tus. Let us examine first the idea of ‘prop-

- erty’. The origin of the word dacha, from dat’

{to give) lies with seventeenth-century be-
stowals from the Tsar, an idea followed also
in the Stalinist period when comfortable
wooden summer houses in Russian style were
allotted to officials and elite intellectuals.
Another type of dacha appeared from the
1950s onwards, when land for vegetable plots
was given out to institutions. This was then
divided amongst favoured workers, and the
recipients often built tiny houses on their plots
which they called dachas. Commonly they
had no electricity, running water or central
heating. By the late 1970s plots were being
given out by city district administrations to
worthy and needy citizens, now further and
further away from the city and ever smaller
in size.?? It was only in the 1990s that dachas
began to be bought and sold. Thus the his-
torically-established idea of the dacha is of
something given to worthy citizens by the
state, and a dacha likewise could in principle
be taken away, for example on dismissal from
a post,

The modem villa, on the other hand, exists
only as 2 private purchase, and it came into
being when the building of private houses in
urban areas was legalized in 1991. Describ-
ing the advent of a new villa development near
| his dacha at Firsanovka, between Moscow and
St. Petersburg, Shevelev has written:

“Traditionally, the Soviet dacha-owners could
be separated into the possessors of village
houses with six sorok? of land, and the mas-
ters of pre-war dachas with larger grounds,
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There is no need to explain the fact that be-
tween the two there was some dislike and re-
sponding disdain, because all of that is a mat-
ter of the past. These antagonisms were for-
gotten as soon as the three-story red brick
newcomers appeared. Compared with them,
the constructions on 6 sorok and the dachas
of the nomenklatura look equally poverty-
stricken (ubogo)” (Shevelev 1996).

There is another aspect to the dacha which
contrasts with the villa, its personalized do-
mesticity. Aleksandr Vysokovskii (1993: 271-
308) has argued convincingly that although
neither Soviet apartments nor dachas were
their occupants’ private property, people de-
veloped a “false sense of ownership” for the
spaces they inhabited, particularly for the
dacha, which they usually built with their own
hands:

“Pseudo-ownership is a very real cultural phe-
nomenon in this society which for more than
70 years has declared and waged unceasing
war on private property. (...) People tend to
‘acquire’ what they use, without considering
who really owns it” (Vysokovskii 1993: 277).

With its hammock under the apples tree, its
veranda crammed with jars of salted cabbage,
its privy under nodding sunflowers, the dacha
as a building was the result of ceaseless tac-
tics to create a sense of privacy and individu-
ality by outwitting the norms and building
regulations of the state. The built area of the
dacha was predetermined, as was its site on
the plot, the materials, and the number of sto-
reys {only one). It was forbidden to enlarge it
by adding a shed, and so forth. Yet any guest
at a dacha settlement will notice that virtu-
ally all of them have a bulging second storey,
almost like a mushroom cap on a stalk: this is
the mansard roof, an excellent way to get more
space while remaining within the one-storey
rule. The dacha-with-mansard looks like a
chosen architectural style, but in fact it was a
functional strategy in the politics of construc-
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tion.

Now the villa has 2 quite different appear-
ance, for the owners do not see themselves as
engaged in creating domesticity in the face of
state-dictated homogeneity. The rationale is
quite different. The purchaser of 2 villa isa
master (khozyain) who signals the social po-
sition of the independent operator. His promi-
nent gates and boundary walls connote with-
drawal from the mass of the people, his tr-
rets evoke an ‘I'lilook after myself’ defiance.
In Russia, as suggested above, one cannot
assume personal identification to be stronger
with private property than with state owned

_ dachas. Rather, private property connotes in-
. dependent operation in the market, and iden-
. tity is marked here by signs of success in this
. dangerous arena, not domesticity. Having said

this, we note that advertisements addressed
to New Russians Ty constantly to overcome
the presumed alienness of the market by ap-
pealing to reassuring emotions: €.5. “Win-
dows of Rehau plastic: windows for your
loved one”, “Fyrniture from the firm Furni-
ture: a magical door into the world of your
day-dreams“, or “Cactuses for the home: love
them, pamper them: they will not deceive
you” (Domovoi February 1997).

Villa settlements are so numerous as to sub-
stantially alter the urban environs,” and they
are not just found on the outskirts of the met-
ropolitan cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg.
They appear around cities and towns at each
level in the administrative hierarchy. Repub-
lican capitals like Ulan-Ude, centre of the
Buryat Republic in Siberia, provincial (oblas?)
centres such as Yaroslavl, and even district-
level (raion) towns such as Gusinoozersk,
centre of Selenga Raion in the Buryat Repub-
lic, all have their areas of villa development.
It is true that villas in the most distant regions
are relatively small and few. Nevertheless they
bear the same relation t0 the standard Soviet
housing stock as do the metropolitan villas,
namely that they are detached houses built as
the private property of ‘the rich’, and they

therefore arouse the same furious question:
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why is there money to build those palaces
(dvortsy) when we can hardly feed our chil-
dren?

Reading expense

1t is far from certain that the more specific
images of owners and estate agents (‘a Finn-
ish kottedzh', ‘a unique atmosphere reminis-
cent of Rococo palaces’) are readable by many
people from the house in front of them. ‘What
is clear is that people these days have 2 good
idea of how much villas cost, because prices
have become an obsession in general. Even
small provincial towns have at least one 5u-
permarket selling costly foreign goods, which
most people will have visited even if they have
never bought anything there. From such luxu-
ries downwards, though counterfeited brand-
name goods, solid home manufactures and
utensils, to bricks, concrete blocks, tiles or
nails, Russians scrutinize the goods and care-
fully note the prices. In one respect Russians
can judge one another’s consumption accord-
ing to a commonly accepted scale - by the
cost. This is the first step in the semiology of
the villa, the reading of price.

The new villas, are, of course, expensive. 1t
would be more accurate to sy they are glar-
ingly expensive, since they are almost invari-
ably constructed with decorative facades of
brick, a material which is both new-looking
and costly in the Russian context.2® Thebright
bricks are so much the norm for kottedzhi than
a glance over ihe landscape singles out these
developments from any other buildings. It is
inconceivablie that 2 villa would be con-
structed of Russian concrete panels like the
gaunt apartrent houses, and Western details
and prc-fabricated kits are common. Wooden
villas are extremely rare, perhaps because they
might connote associations with the lowly log-
cabin.2® despite the fact that wooden houses
. are several times cheaper and retain the heat
through the winter petter than brick ones. In

Ulan-Ude in summer 1996 to build a small




version of such a villa, with 3 bedrooms, cost
between $350-70 million rubles, about
$70,000, when the median wage, for those
lucky enough to have one, was around $75 a
month. Significantly, villas are often sold for

dollars by the square metre (e.g. one near .

Moscow cost $3,000 per sq. metre in 1997).
This economic practice confutes the rhetoric
of individuality and tasie, and it is at one with
the obsession with price among the people in
general.

Villas in the politics of the locality

In July 1996 I visited a few villa development
sites on the outskirts of the city of Ulan-Ude,
a puzzling experience. In one case, the site
was located in an open steppe, but the villas
were all built cheek by jowl, There was hardly
enough space for each house to have 2 small
garden. The site was about half a mile froma
rural road which perhaps had a bus service,
but clearly it would be difficult to live there
without a car.>” At another site, tall, impres-
, sive houses jostled side by side, but a closer
+ look revealed roughly-finished walls and un-
. even windows everywhere. The houses had
. electricity, but no water or drainage. In both
. places residents were curiously absent, but
- guards leapt out aggressively as soon as we
approached. “Why have you come here?” they
enquired suspiciously. When we said we were
interested in new architecture, a look of dis-
belief crossed their faces.
These few observations: the close-packed
building site, the distance from basic city serv-
. ices, the low quality of the construction, the
, absence of residents, and the suspicion of visi-
. tors seem characteristic of villa settlements
-elsewhere.

“The construction is striking in its prodigal-
ity and absurdity. It is clearly being put up by
one firm with the aim of selling the houses.
But to whom? What kind of person would one
have to be to buy such a thing? Both in pocket
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and in intelligence, because all this luxury 15
crammed onto miserable plots, wall to wall,
window to window. Either the attraction to
the 6 sotok plot has become a genetic endow-
ment, or someone is getting ready for all-
round defence (Shevelev 1996: 26).

Here we touch upon the ‘non-choices’ which
I have suggested are inherent in the processes
of consumption as far as private housing is
concerned. How can they be explained?

Shevelev’s ironic suggestions about genetic
endowment and all-round defence are not so
far off the mark, as I shall discuss below, but
the villas are also embedded in the post-
Soviet politics of land development. In Se-
viet times ali cities had forward-looking gen-
eral plans (genplan) prescribing where build-
ing developments of various types could take
place. These plans were worked out centrally,
and so the plan of Ulan-Ude, for example, was
designed thousands of miles away in Lenin-
grad. Today, these plans are still operational,
though in many cases they are approaching
the time of renewal.?? More important is the
fact that the mentality of the plan, which still
exists for many city officials, is being turned
to the pursuit of profit, and hence it battles
with new forces engendered by privatization.
As well as conforming with the general plan,
villa builders have to negotiate a great number
of other spravki {(permits), each of which
might be refused and may have to be paid
for.??

In Ulan-Ude in 1996, there were just three
sites designated for villa development within
the city boundaries. It is evident that the poli-
tics leading to such an outcome are complex:
in some cases land is obtained from the prov-
ince-level forestry commission, in others from
local state farms, in yet others *from Russia
herself” (i.e. the administration in Moscow).
The coordination of land-use and its alloca-
tion, to the city, to private building firms, to
industrial enterprises, or to individuals, is done
by land-committees at district level 30 yet such
arrangements do not prevent conflicts. For
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example, the enlargement of city boundaries
may be resisted by agricultural settlements on
the fringes, themselves eager to take advan-
tage of the possible sale of construction land
(Ruble 1995: 126), or powerful industrial
firms may use their influence 1o force local
authorities to allow the construction of
kottedzh housing in desirable spots 10 sell to
their managers (Ruble 1995 125-6). The re-
sult of such negotiations is an odd disposition
of development sites, here crammed uncom-
fortably beneath looming public housing,
there located miles from the city in a water-
less wasteland.

With all this, the chief planner of Ulan-Ude
spoke to me with accustomed authority of the
‘norms’ of land allowed for housing of vari-
ous types: one sotka for central city plats, 4
sotok for vegetable plot-type dachas near the
city, 8 sotok for more distant dachas, and 12
sotok for the new private villas on the out-
skirts. It is a curious fact that despite the great
expanses of land available in Russia by Euro-
pean standards, the planner-architect spoke
almost disapprovingly of 12 sotok (less than
1/3 of an acre) as a “very large plot”, and he
implied that he had been driven to allow 50
much mainly because the boundaries of the
city had recently been expanded to take in
former agricultural land. Here the city regu-
lations encountered the rural norms of 12 sotok
for villagers living by subsistence farming,
and therefore the city planners had been forced
1o allow villa developers the same amount. Tt
seems that two factors combine to reduce the
size of development plots: the desire of the
possessors of land to maximize their returns,
and the Soviet principle of the ‘norm’, which
is tied somehow to a moralizing “no more than
anyone else” and “only what they deserve™.
The idea of the land ‘norm’ is indeed far older

than the Soviet version of it and is deeply

. embedded in the attitudes of many Russians,

so it is significant that even amongst poten-
tial owners of such villas I did not encounter
objections to the smail size of plots. On the
contrary, some people praised the houses for
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being sufficiently far apart to conform with
sanitary and fire-risk regulations.

Once [ was returning with some Buryat
friends to Ulan-Ude and reached a pleasant
bluff overlooking a river; before us there
stretched several empty wooded valleys
threaded with winding tributaries, and just
beyond there lay the city. Imagining how such
hillsides would be scattered with private hous-
ing were this in Europe, I asked my friend
why the New Russians had not built villas
here. “Who would want to live out here all on
their own?” was the response. “Anyway, a
house on its own would be robbed bare within
days™. It is virtually impossible to get urban
services extended to distant lone houses,
whereas a whole settlement of kottedzhi stands
a chance. But security is just as important:
virtually every villa for sale in Mir i Dom
Nedvizhimost’, a Moscow-based real estate
journal, is advertised with some such phrase
as: “sited in an elite kottedzh deveiopment
with its own defence”. The idea of security
pertains not only to the housing scheme as 2
whole but to the individual dwelling too.
Shevelev comments about the development
in Firsanovka:

“A new wave of owners appeared in 1995.
The most vivid of them, in local views, was
Konstantin Natanovich Borovoi, who builta
house in Firsanovka which left no-one in any
doubt that it was his fortress. A fence suited
for an atomic base, embrasures rather than
windows, and walls like those of Butyrki [a
prison in Moscow, CH]. *Thatisnota house,
it's a military objective’, said Firsanovka, and
they did notenvy Borovoi. They felt only pity
for him, just as one always feels compassion
for people living under the conditions of &
regime” (Shevelev 1996: 26).

The building in of defence into the villa raises
interesting questions about conspicuous con-
sumption. Signals of luxury in contemporary
Russia are almost metonymically related to
security, and the explanation for this may be




that the symbolic function of conspicuous
consumption is first of all pared down to in-
dex nothing but pure wealth, and wealth is
assumed to attract crime. The distinctiveness
of the Russian situation, can be seen if it is
compared with the houses built by successful
business people in the Andes.

The Otavalenos build splendid houses in
their villages with the proceeds of textile trad-
ing done in the cities, They are too busy to
spend much time at these houses, which are
described by Colloredo-Mansfield (1994) as
prime example of conspicuous consumption.
The Andean villas legitimate the economic
Status of the family and its descendants in re-
lation to the social world of the owners, which
remains that of the kin in the village. People
hold conflicting standards for appraising dis-
plays of wealth, and the meaning of wealth is
not self-evident. So along with creating a new
flat-topped house style to communicate and
legitimize a modem type of urban wealth,
some rich people have also turned to the ep-
hancement of traditional forms, which de-
clares their continued participation in rural
values. In both cases they use local materials
and village work parties. This practice re-

affirms local, reciprocal economic relation-
ships (Colloredo-Mansfield 1994: 861-2),

By contrast, the New Russians create social
enclaves fenced off from the ordinary dacha-
dwellers and villagers, Local materials are

- abhorred. To the extent they have to be used
they are the source of the most annoying ‘in-
eptitude’, such as concrete stairs in which
every step is a different height. Villas are never

* built by neighbourly work-parties, but by ill-

* trained teams assembled by coatractors. ‘How

* to avoid choosing the wrong contractor’ is a

+ themne of real estate publications, The advice

is to make sure the same firm handles al] stages

* of building and finishing, “otherwise various

* contractors may pass the blame for various
+ flaws to their fellow workers, the outcome of
» Which will be the infamous collective irre-

' sponsibility” (Business in Russia 1995 XXv).

Such magazines also advocate getting rid of
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Russian labour altogether (“No more plumb-
ers” Business in Russia 1995: xxiv),>! and
employing foreign teams instead. As one
might expect, the social exclusivity of the
development is a selling point. *“Not just any-
one can get a kottedzk there”, I was told, and
developers advertise “neighbours worthy of
you” as part of the deal. Thus, reciprocal eco-
nomic relations, along with exchange of
home-grown vegetables, spades, and all the
rest of the dacha ambience, is the last thing
the New Russians want to be involved with.
It is therefore not surprising that the villa is
notconceptualized as a wealth-enhanced ver-
sion of the dacha. Instead, it refers to the
deeper Imperial past, in the form of the
kottedzh,

The asthetics of the kottedz

Burilders and estate agents make efforts to pro-
vide ‘styles’, which are marketed to dovetail
with, or evoke, the emerging cultural tastes
of the New Russians. In this context we can
now discuss the villas in semiological terms,
though such conscious semantic representa-
tion is only part of the villas’ social signifi-
cance. In discussing architectural meaning
Revzin (1993) distinguished between two dis-
tinct semantic structures, one of style and an-
other of iconography. “The semantics of
style”, he wrote, “does not emerge from the
sum of meanings produced by separate ele-
ments but rather as a result of prescribing
meaning to stylistic categories and establish-
ing their connections with general cultural cat-
egories”. He continues, “Everything is differ-
ent in iconographic language. A distinct ele-
ment - a motif, a stable compositional scheme
- carries meaning that is defined and quite
autonomous. For instance, a temple cupola

usually signifies a heavenly dome, regardless

of period or style” (1993: 220). We may not
agree with some of the assumptions here
(Rezvin writes of wholes and elements carry-
ing meaning, as if no-one gave such mean-
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ings and no-one ever misunderstood them).
But Rezvin's distinction between style (in the
particular sense outlined above) and icon is
useful, as it enables us to discuss the mythic
meaning of the stylistic category of the
kottedzh in general and distinguish it from the
meanings attributed to types and elements
within villas as specific houses.

Any villa, however grandiose and elaborate,
can be referred to by Russians as a kottedzh.
The term refers to leisure dwellings scattered
in the parks of princely estates of the eight-
centh-century Russian aristocracy. An exam-
ple is the ‘Cottage Palace’ in the grounds of
the magnificent Versailles-inspired Peterhof
Palace. The architect, Adam Menelaws, de-
signed the Kottedzh to resemble an English
cottage, where the Tsar would be able to feel
himself a private individual in a light and
graceful setting. The building is not in any
particular architectural style: it combines Neo-
Gothic tracery with features of an Italian villa
and mediaeval vernacular (Shvidkovsky

1996: 234-5).

In present-day Russia, the establishing of
the eclectic kottedzh as a *stylistic category’
in Rezvin's sense is the work of taste-form-
ing magazines. Mir i Dom Nedvizhimost' (no
3, 1997), for example, carries an article on
the imperial park of I inskoye, in which there
were several pavilions, artful ruins, a dairy,
outhouses and cottages. All were setina “de-
lightful rural composition, linked by peace-
ful alleys.” Allowed to fall into ruin in Soviet
times, 11'inskoye has since been acquired by
a commercial firm which has built in the
grounds a number of standardized (tipovyye)
silicate-brick kottedzhi. The owners are €fi-
couraged to sce themselves mythically, as
descendants of the most outstanding people
of the time, the elite of Moscow society, who
were favourites and guests of the Tsars at
II'inskoye. The journal enthuses:

“The reconstruction of the demolished out-

houses and cottages in the previous propor-
tions, the return to the historical style given
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to each of them, carries in itself the secret of
the transformation of an immemorial histori-
cal ensemble into a residence-complex, in
which its own architectural and artistic quali-
ties and comfort will answer the highest de-
mands of contemporary European standards”.

The overall ‘style’, in Rezvin's sense, of the
modern kottedzh is so eclectic as almost to
reject style, and as far as 1 know the actual
copying of earlier aristocratic pavilions is rare
in the extreme. What the ‘style’ does do is to
establish an illusory link between contempo-
rary individual villas and the notion of the
eighteenth-century kottedzh in its regal set-
ting,

The kottedzh ‘style’ leaps over various other
existing types of Russian housing which the
New Russians have not embraced, notably the
classically-proportioned eighteenth-nine-
teenth-century country estate, the solid izba
(peasant farmhouse), not to speak of the
houses of the non-Russian peoples of the
empire. Even the At Nouveau siyle moderne
(Brumfield 1993) and pseudo-Russian Byz-
antine Revival architecture (Boym 1994: 266),
both popular among pre-First World War
merchants of Moscow, have not reappeared

. in any significant numbers. We should re-
, member, in this context, that the villa clients
. normally de not engage architects, but use
building firms with their own draughtsmen
instead. ? Architects are producing albums of
designs to attract clients, sometimes incorpo-
rating features of the local and native tradi-
tions, but evidently they often misjudge the

New Russians 3 Even in Buryatia, few if any

clients have come forward to build a kottedzh

incorporating an interesting transformation of

a yurta (the indigenous Buryat dwelling). The

villas which are actuaily built somehow have

1o be able to reconcile the vaguely historical

with foreign-modem, not indigenous or na-

tive components. However, this *style’ which
is not a style is not divorced from Russian
architectural traditions. The original aristo-
cratic kortedzh itself was 2 hotchpotch of ele-




ments or a pastiche alluding to European
models of various dates.

Shvidkovsky (1997) reports, nevertheless,
that the most recent New Russian villas in
Moscow are starting to be architect-designed,
mainly because clients are beginning to de-
mand more specific historical styles which are
difficult to achieve without a professional.
This trend is associated with the grand build-
ing projects of the metropolis. Moscow’s
popular and active Mayor, Yuri Luzhkov, has
embarked on a transformation of the city, i.e.
the development of expensive shops and vast
malls together with the grandiose reconstruc-
tion of symbolically important historical
buildings and monuments.** The Mayor de-
mands the creation of a distinctive Moscow
Style, and although no-one is quite sure what
this is, it is definitely not Soviet, i.e. not
Constructivist or ‘Bolshevik® (Shvidkovsky
1997). Showpiece shopping complexes are
not banished to the outskirts but consciously
constructed to make ‘harmonious ensembles’
with potent architectural symbols of Russian
history in the centre. It is significant that it is
not architects but the Moscow city govern-
ment, backed by Yeltsyn, which is at the fore-
front in creating a distinctive architecture for
Moscow. As Shvidkovsky (1997) points out,
this merging of the new and ancient city rep-
resents the ideology of the present power
structure, in which business has an important
part. The modern commercial block, with its
turrets as references to adjacent monuments,
is intended to demonstrate the profitability and
stability of the regime.

This politicized architecture rejects the spe-
cific emblems of Soviet architecture, but it is
continuous with the Soviet idea, embodied
above all by Stalin, of the Leader as wielder
of aesthetic power (Groys 1993). In my view
it supports the New Russians’ self-identifica-
tion via their buildings, by providing a con-
text in which historical and European images
can make sense. This can be seen more clearly
if we examine the interior design elements
incorporated in villas. Rezvin’s idea of ico-
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nography (1993} is useful for discussing this,
as it draws attention to architectural elements
transposed into the villa for the very reason
that they have independent, non-local mean-
ings. The state’s Moscow Style is the context
within which these items can be reincorpo-
rated as statements of specifically Russian
identity.

Business in Russia (May 1995) tells us there

. are three basic types of interior. The first is

- the “so-called European style, which presup-
+ + poses a range of light colours, simple and ra-
.+ tional use of space, plenty of light, air and

modern, built-in light sources. Such interior
designs are similar to those of offices”. The
second is the Napoleon III style, which is “es-
sentially ablend of the Classical Baroque and
Renaissance and creates the feeling of a sump-
tuous palace. It calls for intricate modelling
on ceilings and walls, tapestries, rich fireplace
design, inlaid parquet floors in seven or eight
varieties of wood, sculptured archways, chan-
deliers ..."”. The third and most popular style
1s a combination of the first two. “The ration-
ality, functionality and simplicity of the basic
interior design are more or less harmoniously
merged with single elements from the distant
past. For example, arched openings look good
with celumns or half-columns made of mod-
ern imitation marble”,

The curiously eclectic kottedzh, the overall
‘style’ in Rezvin’s sense, can incorporate and
Russify what otherwise would seem like ar-
chitectural oxymorons (e.g. the European
functional aristocratic retreat). Nor is a
masculinized fortified exterior, with a femi-
nized, sleek or luxurious interiot, at odds with
New Russian social culture, as mentioned
eatlier. Under the heading “A woman at home
should know her place”, the magazine
Domovei (3, 1997) runs a piece on the bou-
doir. Accompanied by eighteenth-century
French engravings, the article illustrates some
boudoirs suitable for active, modern Russian
women (“in the boudoir it is absolutely nec-
essary to have a little divan for beauty sleep™),
where she can seclude herself for feminine,
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yet influential pursuits. All this makes a cer-
{ain sense in relation to the mythical back-
ground notion of the kottedzh as the leisure
dwelling of favourites in the exclusive park
of the ruler, but it only attains non-risible vi-
ability because it is being advertised and con-
structed in the context of the government’s
projected change of political culture®® and
actual reconstruction of Moscow's great Tsar-
ist monuments.

To some extent this set of notional refer-
ences is reproduced in the provinces, in the
domains of the regional Prefectures. But the
greater the influence of the conservatively
Soviet nomenklatura the weaker the histori-
cal-aristocratic connotations of the villa. In
distant towns the power of restrictive plan-
ners is greater, the animosity of local work-
men more evident, the foreign design parts
are more difficult to acquire, and the less is
the purchase of Moscow Style, indeed of style
of any named kind. This is the realm of what

. .1 have called ‘content consumption’, where
, items of the house are put together as barely-
' » planned conglomerates. A kitchen may be
"+ distant from other plumbing, a bathroom lo-
. cated on the ground-floor when all the bed-
. rooms are on the fourth floor, ora ceremonial
.+ hall may take most of the interior space. Func-
tion and security have priority (e.g. store-
rooms for business stock, iron grills over win-
dows, armour-plated doors). Here, where
money is scarcer, villas take years to put to-
gether with whatever one can obtain: one may
have a fitted kitchen, but pot a bathroom, or
electricity but no telephone. Furthermore,
jtems may be present, but ne rabotayut (they
are ‘not working'). The aspirants to the status
of New Russian may have to put up with the
aspiration to 8 villa.

Thus, from the iconographic point of view, '

an itemn in a villa has its place in a three-tiered
structure of potential connotations. A jacussi,
let us say, may be successfully integrated ina
design scheme like *Napo

swagged curtains, gold-framed mirTors and so
down house grows and literally hardens as the mar-

forth. Or it may be simply a jacussi set
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in an otherwise anremarkable bathroom (the

‘content consumption’ variant). Or the jacussi

may be broken or not working, a sign which
indicates the beleaguered situation of the

owner. The point is that people know that any
onc of these possibilities contains the poten-
tiality for the other two. Villas are the archi-
tectural embodiment of New Russian cultural
identity precisely in manifesting this shifting
range of potentialities, and we should not
make the mistake of thinking that successful
reproduction of any one model design ‘rep-

resents identity’.

The kottedzh as a place for
living {or not)

The equivocality of self-identification is par-
alleled by the uncertain and probably chang-
ing role of villas in New Russians’ lives.
Whatever their mythic evocations, in practice
villa developments are modelled on the Euro-
American suburban house designed for year-
round living by a single family. This might in
principle imply substantial social changes,
especially in contrast to the crowed multi-
occupancy of the communal flat of Soviet
times. The suburb, however, is at odds with
the established Russian urban way of life,
which is based on the city apariment, with the
dacha as an occasional retreat. It is difficult
for New Russians to overcome these estab-
lished ways, not only because they form the
familiar habitus of expected sociality, but also
because an entire infrastructure is designed
to support them and not the suburb. Several
people have told me how they began to re-
think the idea of actually living in the kottedzh
_ after they broke the springs of their cars on
' the roads, shivered in inadequate private cen-
-+ tral heating, and found themselves marooned
., in & half-deserted building site.
.+ Al of this makes the kotted=h quite unlike

leon I1I" along with » « the dwelling of established societies. Bloch

(1995) has described how the Zafimaniry
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ried couple live together and build their mu-
tuality,

“This house and this wood can be seen as
material culture, but to an extent this is mis-
leading in that such a phrase suggests some-
thing different from non-material culture. It
would be quite misleading to see Zafimaniry
houses as expressing Zafimaniry marriage and
society and containing married pairs. The
house is the marriage” (1995: 213).

The kottedzh, on the other hand, is objectified
as material culture, as described above, and it
has an existence which the owners may hardly
mcorporate into their everyday life. Shevelev
(1996) describes what seems to be a common
pattern of use. His New Russian neighbours
at Firsanovka arrive at two o’clock on Satur-
days, park their Volvos in their yards (*where
they are the only living element - everything
else is bare earth”), let out the Rottweilers,
set up a table by the car, make shashlyks and
drink vodka; by eight they are singing along
to pop songs, and by ten they tie up the dogs
*and set off for home. They hardly enter the
* villa. The incomers do not visit the neighbour-
ing dachas and know nothing of the surround-
- ings that make the place dear to the natives,
- the fact that Solzhenitsyn lived nearby, that

Lermontov's grandmother’s estate is not far

away, or that Lenin went hunting in these for-
. ests,

This pattern, in which evidently the city
apartment is still the basic home of the New
Russian family, does not mean that they do
not identify their status with the kotredz#. In-
deed, as people in the provinces have often
told me, it is sufficient to let drop a phrase
like “Last week-end at the kotredzh, we....”
for listeners to be impressed. The role of the
kottedzh in establishing what kind of person
you are dealing with is also why it is often
used as a backdrop for making business con-
tracts. A lavish meal and a tour of the site,
with explanations of all the improvements to
be made and the fittings shortly to be intro-
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duced, declares the achievements and aspira-
tions of the owner to the business colleague.
However, to have a villa is a very fine thing,
but to live year-round in it is another matter,?®
and indeed the large numbers of villas aban-
doned and for sale indicate that many people
must have made an expensive mistake,

Conclusion

Generally in anthropology studies of identity
concern smal] peripheral groups who bravely
construct their culture amid the oppressive
weight of homogenization and global econo-
mies. Here we have quite a different case: a

- massively wealthy elite whose consumption

+ nevertheless has difficulty in achieving cul-
+ tural coherence. What Miller (1994a) calls the

‘forging’ of cultural identity cannot be easily
achieved in contemporary Russia. ‘Forging’
is a pun referring to the simultaneous “proc-
ess by which intractable materials are, in the
forge, tumned into something new, both use-
ful, solid and fine” and to the act of forgery
as an act of fakery (1994a: 321). I would agrec
with Miller that the authentic culture of mod-
ern urban people may be created out of faked
or recycled images. Yet for this authenticity
to happen there must be certain conditions,
and these seem not to be present in Russia at
the moment. There must be a resilience and
energy given to image-making itself, and this,
Mayor Luzhkov notwithstanding, is undercut
in Russia by post-Socialist mistrust of all gran-
diose myths. Furthermore, there must be the
possibility of rather direct appropriation of
material objects to the process of identifica-
tion. Clothing, food, and media presentations

- are quite easily turned to this task, but the

house is a much more recalcitrant, and there-

- fore in many ways a more interesting, object.

The urban villa, as a physical building, can-
not be directly created, even if the intermedi-
ary of the architect is removed. The house is
irrevocably locked into the fact of its construc-
tion by culturally excluded others and its geo-
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graphical positioning in their world. It thus
bears the evidence in itself of the redoubts and
battle-scars of the Russian economy and so-
ciety. The visibility of this evidence and its
potentiality for multiple readings destabilizes
the linking of mythic identifications with ac-
tual houses.

‘The above is perhaps putting it too mildly:
the vast majority of villas are unrecognizable
as examples of any specific image of the
kottedzh . Yet, it has to be said that the villas
have a characteristic appearance. Here we do
not find the long, lazy horizontal lines sur-
veying a verdant landscape of a Frank Lloyd
Wright house. Most Russian villas rear up-
wards in several storeys, with sharply tilted
roofs, pointed gables and porches, and they
frequently have long thin windows running
up through several floors, The turret or tower
is a favourite feature. This remarkable verti-
cality may be to some extent unintended: if
you want a very large house but have only
been given a tiny plot, there is no other way

to go. But surely a thrusting verticality is rel-
evant to the question of cultural identity. Like

a person’s handwriting, it is the unconscious

wrace of the self. T cannot do otherwise than
. make an outsider’s interpretation here: these

"

_ . yillas seem at once ambitious and embattled,

grandiose and unfinished. They look both for-
eign in their sharp facades and Russian as they
huddle together. The owners may not have
quite intended it this way, but then they, like
. anyone else, are not quite masters of their
- cultural identity.
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Notes

1. Thispaper is based on vesearch in Moscow and
Eastern Siberia in 1996-7. 1 talked with and
visited some people who were described as
New Russians, but had greater opportunity 1o
discover other people’s views of them from
outside. 1 hope to do further rescarch on this
subject, which is why 1 call this paper a sketch.

2. Blatreferstothe practice of seeking personal-
ized favours and back-door transactions which
was omnipresent in the Soviet period.

3. New Russians prefer a rangc of English-de-
rived terms for themselves, professionaly (pro-
fessionals), delovyye lyudy (business people),
dilery (dealers), menadzhery (managers) and
so forth. The Russian predprinimateli (entre-
preneurs) is used in refercnce, and gospoda
(gentlemen) is often used in address, for ex-

ample in advertisements.

4. Alternatively, people may talk of New Buryats,

New Kazakhs, etc..

5. This is a generalization; in fact gender repre-
sentations changed interestingly during Soviet
history, though never portraying women as
passive or dependent, see Bonnell (1991 and
1993).

6. Unlike the former statc enterprises, which are
often dependent on government subsidies, the
businesses of the New Russians are relatively
autonomous. In fact, avoidance of tax is are-
fined art throughout the Russian cconomy. The
former statc enterprises often deal with the situ-
ation simply by not having any money, while
the New Russians have invented a myriad of
ways of secreting their millions away from the
tax authorities.

7. Thisexample is given in the excellent analysis
of non-payment of wages in Russian by Clarke,
Ashwin and Botisov (1997 3).

8. According to a World Bank study conducted
in 1996, 64% of households in Russia had 2
total income per head below the official sub-
sistence minimum of 366 per month. Haif the
houscholds had only 1/3 of the amount they

estimated they needed to live normally, 83%
had less than 273 of that amount, and only 7%
had what they considered a normal income
(Clarke, Ashwin and Borisov 1997: 10-11).

9. Preliminary analyses of the rich in terms of
class are very contradictory. However, there is



somc agreement on the approximate numbers
involved, although ait observers note the dif-
ficulty in making such caleulations when vir-
tually everyone under-reports their eamings to
avoid taxes. Varoli (1996: 7), quoting Saviet
soctological sources from | 994, writes that 1.6
percent of the population can afford to pur-
chase nearly all of its desires, a figure which
translates into 2.3 million people. He also men.-
tions more recent American research which
estimates that some 60,000 people eam more
than $1 million a year, while the ultra-rich,
around 1,000 individuals, earn tens of millions
a year.

- My own observations and the comments of

well-informed Russians suggest that New Rus-
sians are less represented among managers of
privatized former state industries, but newly
set up firms, banks, stock exchanges, ele. are
usually run by well-educated young people
from a variety of backgrounds. Parts of gov-
emment too are staffed by highly-trained young
technocrats: in an abrupt reverse of Soviet life,

* the old Party higher training scheols have be-

come Schools of Management Studies and
breeding grounds of potential New Russians,
Many entrepreneurs made fortunes at the be-
ginning of privatization, particularly in trad-
ing spin-offs from the oil and energy indus-
tries. Some of these diversified their firms and
created subsidiaries, so, for example, someone
who started by selling tyres might now head a
conglomerate including oil sales, garages, sec-
ond-hand cars, timber trade, supermarket rc-
tailing and so forth. The climate for starting
new businesses worsened in the mid-1990s,
making it difficult to develop from trading into
production. This is one reason why entrepre-
neurs have so frequently been accused of be-
ing ‘speculators’ (Nelson and Kuzes 1995; 123;
Humphrey 1995). However, the firms which
flourished in the early 1990s are now estab.
lished in the economy. Tied in with local gov-
emment and banks (they may even set up their
own banks), they are courted as ‘sponsors’ by
poverty-stricken organizations of al] kinds.
Another source of the New Russians is the pro-
tection-racket groups. These have increasingly
taken hold of the privatized and retail sectors
as the state’s ability to enforce law weakened.
A 1994 study showed that at Jeast 70% of pri-
vatized enterprises and commercial banks in
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14,

16.

Russia had connections with organized cime
{(Nelson and Kuzes 1995. 131}, and more re-
cently Russians simply say that it is umpossi-
ble these days to start a business without a
‘roof’, meaning in this context a protector to
whom illicit payments are made.

- The nomenklatura is the name for the lists of

trusted officials who were placed in positions
of responsibility in Soviet times. About nine-
tenths of the nomenklatura directors of priva-
tized enterprises remained in their positions at
the end of voucher privatization {Nelson and
Kuzes 1995; 129)

- According to Eyal, Szelenyi and Townsley

(1997) the nomenklatura retains power in Rus-
sia, unlike the sityation in Ceatral Europe
wherca managerially skilied business elite is
dominant. They argue that in Russia, power is
used to amass personal wealth, especially in
real estate, 10 2 much Breater extent than in
Central Europe.

- In parts of the CIS like Kazakhstan, the new

rich may be radically differently constituted
from those in Russia, e.g. consisting of rela-
tives and clicnts of the President rather than
heterogeneous and independent entreprencurs.
It is important 1o remember that in the mid
1990s many people were still in prison who
had been charged with ‘private entrepreneurial
activity' (Nelson and Kuzes 1995: 124),

- Konstantinov (1997 | 80) writes, "If we do not

indulge in self-deception we must acknowledge
that over 90% of the private business sector in
Russia is linked one way or another with the
world of bandits or thieves-in-law [racket-
cers])”, and he remarks (1997: 175) “Protce-
tion rackets take between 20-30% in cash of
the monthly profits. It should be remembered
that if another gang attacks, the racketeers will
not protect the business and its owner, for
whom they do not Bive a fig, but their own
inlerests, their 20-30%"

Kryshtanovskaya's article (1997) describes 4
day in the life of 8 New Russian from the prov-
inces. This was an 18.5 hour day of hectic ac-
tivity, filled with 8 important meetings, over 6
hours spent in shuttling between offices, 14
contracts made over the phone, a total expendi-
ture 0f $1,812, and only 50 minutes spent with
his family.

. An essentialist understanding of tdentity would

sec it as the solidarity or allegiance naturally
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(| arising on the basis of recognition of the com- the villas. Some flood victims were living in
mon origin or social characteristics of a group. their houses, but the villas were unfinished.

18. This could also be described as a failure of ‘hy-  28. The General Plan of Ulan-Ude is in force until
bridization® or ‘creolization’, the process of 2005 and the City Architect was awaiting the
recontextualization whereby forcign goods are arrival of the new one, 2005-2020. These plans
assigned indigenous meanings and uses by the are still designed in St Petersburg, but with
culture of reception (Howes 1996 5-8). the consultation of local planners.

19. Even large transactions arc still normally made  29. “Have you any idea how many bits of paper
in cash (Ruble 1995: 70); mortgages, planned rmust be collected to build that villa? (...) Inthe
payments, etc. are still virtually unknown in kingdom of the magnificent palaces there will
Russia. necessarily be one smal! hut with a flag on its

b § ' 20. They are also allotted luxurious country roof - the local administration. Though your
houses, known as gosdacha (state dachas). house may be your castle, whatever you want

21. Rykoviseva (1996) reports that, apart from the to do (let’s say, tomovea doorway) you’lt have
representatives of ‘the people’, only Gaidar and to go to the administrator on your knees. And
Grachev of the top leaders scem to live full- the *people’s control” over there love collect-
time in this block, which is nevertheless sur- ing your donations for themselves” (Sivkova

i |l rounded by numerous security guards and con- 1997).
KL tinuously supplied by couriers with food et-  30. Individuals may requesta land-committee for
byl s £10 cetera. a site, and the committee then offers them a
=t 22, The first sadovyye uchastki were usually 800 ploton one of the areas it has acquired for villa
D i : sq. m. (B sotok) in size, and later ones were development. Altematively, the land-commit-
bias ...: .," Yl 600 and 400 sq. metres. They were given to tee may aliocate Jand to an institution or firm,
Ll i women with over three children, veterans, de- which then builds the villas and advertises them
LI SDEA, 33 serving invalids, etc. for sale.

};' L e ! 23. A sotka (gen. pl. sotok) is 100 square metres. 31. It is almost as though firms use new types of
T e il 24. Even by mid-1992 the Leningrad Region had heating systems and so forth in order to elimi-
£7) (| N M established a zone, extending up to 70 kilome- nate the native workman, “The plumber witha
e ol tres round the city, in which 250,000 building cluster of packing fibre hanging out of his
TR | sites were allocated for detached dwellings pocket has been banished to the ranks of com-

i _F‘”J o (Rubie 1995: 123). edy films” (Business in Russia 1995: xxv).
SR B s f 25, In surmmer 1996 in Ulan-Ude awooden house  32. This, of course, arouses much dismay among
[ L i cost 1.6 million per square metre to build, architects, and is regarded as a continuation of
f whereas a brick house cost 3 to 4 million per the subdued war between the profession and
square metre (interview with P. G. Zilberman, the Ministry of Construction of Soviet times
head architect of the city of Ulan-Ude). (interview with the head of the State Commit-

26. In 1990 around 15% of city dwellers in the tee for Architecture of Buryatiz, July 1997).
Russian Federatien lived in log houses (Ruble Architects’ struggles to be included in the de-

1995: 68), which were ‘private property’ sign and decision-making process for impor-
(lichnaya sobstvennost ") although the land they tant projects have sharpened since the state-

;! stood on was the property of the state. Such run Buryat Grazhdan Proyekt was privatized
houses are commonly without running water, as a joint-stock construction company. In
drainage or central heating, though they usu- Buryatia the economic situation is so serious
ally have electricity. They are considered infe- that there is little work for the company how-
rior to apartments and Russians normally move ever; nevertheless, ithas remained as akollektiv
out of them when they can, so in effect they + andmakes ends meet by trading in wood, fer-
remain the habitations of the disadvantaged. tiliser, etc.

27. This unusually well-built development oftarge ' 33. Suchanalbum of designs for individual houses

private houses included some much smaller was produced by architects of Buryatia in 1996.
houses for the victims of a recent flood. One The plans include houses in wood and brick,
can imagine that the city had aimed to cover with many interesting native and vernacular
the costs of the flood-relief housing by selling features, but none of them has been built.
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34. These include the Church of the Kazan Mother
of God on Red Square, the Cathedral of Christ
the Saviour in place of the open swimming
baths in the centre of Moscow, the Red Porch
of the Great Kremlin Palace, the palace of the
Russian President, etc.

35. See Luzhkov (1996). The foreword starts, “In
Moscow it is not only the power which has
changed, it is the whole concept of what power
is. We shall implement a mechanism of gov-
ernment which is founded on the idea of serv-
ice, not command. We shall establish an ad-
ministration in which power is no longer an
instrument of forcing people to reach targets
set from above but is part of the capital’s serv-
ice systemn to improve the capital’s econotmy”.

36. Living at the villa requires extraordinary mas-
tery of transport, which indeed some New
Russians do have (several cars with chauffeurs
and body-guards, planes belonging to the firm,
eic., Kryshtanovskaya 1997). However,
Shvidkovsky (1997) reports on a recent move
among the rich to buy up central apartments in
Moscow, knocking several together to make
one grand unit.
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