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S cvKy M CMOTPIO B UyK0e He6o I sit and look at an alien sky

M3 UYKOT'0 OKHa through an alien window

U He BMXXY HUY O HOV 3HAaKOMOW And don’t see one familiar
3Be3[Hl. star.

S Xomu1 1o BceM ioporaM u I walked all the roads, both there
TyZIa, ¥ CIJa, and back,

06epHYJICI—1 HE CMOT Turned around, and couldn’t see
pasmIAAeTh Cebl. my footprints.

—Kino, “Pack of Cigarettes” (1989)

I can attest to the glares and threats one can receive as a racially marked for-
eigner in Russia, or when passing as someone from the former Soviet periph-
ery. However, in Moscow or St. Petersburg, hearing Viktor Tsoi and his band
Kino played or covered on the street was always strangely assuring. The fact
that the late-Soviet period’s most prominent rock star—an enduring cult figure
long after his 1990 death by car crash at the age of twenty-eight—happened to
be half-Korean was somehow a source of comfort. This may seem irrational,
since listening to minority musicians is no reliable foil against racism, and in
any case one would be hard-pressed to locate any “Korean” form or content
in his work. It would be speculative to hear his song about the “trolleybus
which heads to the east” as a reference to Asia, or his playful “Kamchatka”
as a reference to the Russian Far East rather than the eponymous Leningrad
boiler room where he worked and held concerts.! Among his contemporaries,
discussion of his Asianness tends to be cursory and superficial, limited to
his idolization of Bruce Lee and enjoyment of Asian food.? Accordingly, a

1. For tongue-in-cheek attempts at these readings, see V. Avchenko, “Tsoi s Seul'skoi
ulitsy,” Novaia gazeta vo Vladivostoke, January 29, 2015, 22.

2. In a series of 1991 reminiscences, Boris Grebenshchikov of the group Aquarium,
himself famously drawn to Asian mysticism, speculates that Tsoi’s affinity with Lee had
something to do with his blood and appearance. Alisa’s Konstantin Kinchev writes that
Tsoi “wanted to be like Bruce Lee” and suggests that this prompted his enthusiasm for film
acting. See: Boris Grebenshchikov and Konstantin Kinchev, “Vospominaniia,” in Viktor
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1987 short story written by Tsoi registers at best an ambivalent relationship
with Asia: its protagonist believes that the only “acceptable path is to achieve
the peaceful relationship with death and eternity proposed by the East,” but
finds this thought “unbearably boring” and ultimately achieves a newfound
embrace of life.? In one 1990 interview, Tsoi himself claimed that as a native
Leningrader, he had no connection to Korea, but added that “probably some
genetic connection remained, possibly manifesting in my interest in Eastern
culture.” In another 1990 interview, while spurning ethno-nationalist con-
flict as unreasonable, he stated that “the national question never stood before
me in any form.” His passport registered his nationality as Russian, follow-
ing his mother. However in the same interview he again muddled matters
by adding, “I don’t consider myself culturally Russian. I'm an international
linternatsional’nii] person (he laughs)”—here ironizing a term long defined in
the USSR as “close ties among Soviet nationalities.”

The aim of this article is not to pin down Tsoi’s identity but to unpack the
difficulty of pinning him down, which is reflected in his popularity across
national and political boundaries. Kino songs and covers have played at both
pro- and anti-Putin rallies; at the 2020 protests in Belarus and at Euromaidan
in 2014, but also Russia Day concerts on Red Square and events celebrating the
annexation of Crimea.” Such broad appeal speaks to Tsoi’s ability to eschew
binaries—an ability common, as we will see, to what Alexei Yurchak has
described as the “last Soviet generation,” but which, in contemporary Russia,
has congealed into a belligerent nationalism that we can only hope will pass.
By examining the Tsoi of late socialism as a reluctant national minority—what
I will be calling his “deterritorialized nationality”—this article seeks to fore-
ground radical internationalisms that help us to think beyond the renewed
polarization of Russia and the west, as well as the ever more polarized dis-
cussions surrounding identity in the west. I will begin by discussing Tsoi
and the 1980s Leningrad rock scene with the help of Yurchak’s account of
late-socialist deterritorialization, that is, the last Soviet generation’s ability to

Tsoi, Zvezda po imeni Solntse: Stikhi, pesni, vospominaniia, V. Zhukova, ed. (Moscow,
2007), 147-48, 159.

3. Viktor Tsoi, “Romans,” in Zhukova, ed., Viktor Tsoi, 76.

4. These interviews are excerpted in Aleksandr Zhitinskii, Tsoi forever:
dokumental'naia povest’ (St. Petersburg, 2009), 478-79. Rashid Nugmanov specifies
Tsoi’s passport nationality in Tsoi, Zvezda po imeni Solntse, “Vospominaniia,” 173. Yuri
Slezkine notes the definition, already from the 1930s onward, of Soviet “internationalism”
as “close ties among Soviet nationalities,” marking a turn from the internationalism of
Comintern-led world revolution, see Slezkine, “The USSR as Communal Apartment, or
How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic Particularism,” Slavic Review 53, no. 2 (Summer
1994): 443.

5. On the conflicting uses of “Changes” (Peremen), see Lev Gankine, “How Viktor
Tsoi’s Most Famous Song became the Post-Soviet World’s Protest Anthem, Against the
Rock Legend’s Own Wishes,” Meduza, last modified June 21, 2017, at https://meduza.io/en/
feature/2017/06/21/how-viktor-tsoi-s-most-famous-song-became-the-post-soviet-world-
s-protest-anthem-against-the-rock-legend-s-own-wishes (accessed May 18, 2023). On the
transformation of the song “Cuckoo” (Kukushka) into a paean to Russian patriotism and
militarism, see Shaun Patrick Hillen, “Nationalism and Its Discontents: Transformations
of Identity in Contemporary Russian Music on and off the Web” (PhD diss., Arizona State
University, 2020), 85-133.
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operate simultaneously within and beyond official discourses. I will then turn
away from Tsoi to show how particularly for Soviet Koreans, deterritorializa-
tion enabled open-ended understandings of identity that both drew from and
eschewed state nationalities policy.® The bulk of the article will then focus
not so much on Tsoi himself, but on his representation in film as well as the
reception of these films to highlight a common language for discussing iden-
tity across east and west—ultimately, a bridge between late socialism and
Birmingham School cultural studies, which in the 1970s and 80s used youth
subcultures to connect race, class, and gender in ways conducive to cross-
group coalitions. The keystone for this bridge will be Tsoi’s traversal of alien
terrains without leaving footprints, as expressed in the lyrics above—ways of
being visible as a minority that eschew fixed interpretations, and that bring
into focus the now-foreclosed possibilities of the perestroika period.

Summer, Kirill Serebrennikov’s 2018 biopic about Tsoi and Zoopark’s
Mike Naumenko, showcases that period’s utopian charge through a self-
consciously nostalgic haze, one that highlights the gap between the hopes
of late socialism and the moribund post-socialist present.” Specifically, the
film conveys the sense of a world opening up through music: from concerts at
the Komsomol-run, KGB-supervised Leningrad Rock Club, where the artists
push against state-imposed limits that the viewer knows will crumble; to an
idyllic seaside picnic and acoustic songs among friends, culminating with a
beach bonfire and nude frolicking in the Baltic; to a dream performance of
the Talking Heads’ “Psycho Killer” amid a clash with anti-rock conservatives
on a commuter train, bystanding passengers singing along. Tsoi appears as
a taciturn force of nature, standing apart from, even a bit indifferent to the
seaside group, but then winning both Naumenko’s tutelage and Naumenko’s
wife’s affections through his song-writing prowess. The film well captures
the cultish mythology that has long surrounded him: Tsoi as an outsider
among outsiders, whose raw talent brought him to the forefront of the 1980s
Leningrad rock scene. However, though he is the only character in the film
racially marked as a minority, Tsoi’s Korean background is never addressed
in the dialogue or love-triangle plot; the film does not explicitly attribute his
outsider status to it.2 This is not meant to critique Serebrennikov, since the
elision can be seen as faithfully expressing Tsoi’s own reticence about his
background. The absent presence of Tsoi’s minority status instead reinforces

6. Yurchak adapts “deterritorialization” from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s A
Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis,
1987), which I will discuss below. Guattari elsewhere briefly mentions musical and poetic
“deterritoralized ‘nationalities’” as alternatives to insular forms of ethno-nationalism.
Félix Guattari, The Three Ecologies, trans. Ian Pindar and Paul Sutton (London, 2000), 65.

7. The film’s self-consciousness about its own nostalgia appears through its “Skeptic”
character, who at random moments turns to the viewer to comment that the events
portrayed never happened and, for instance, that the actor playing Tsoi “doesn’t look like
him.” The Skeptic actor starred in Serebrennikov’s follow-up documentary to Summer,
titled After Summer (2018), in which he interviews figures from the 1980s rock scene, and
occasionally embraces them as they reflect on how much has changed since then.

8.Compare this to the Freddie Mercury biopic Bohemian Rhapsody (2018). The opening
lines of dialogue include a racial slur (one of several in the film) flung at the hero, whose
alienation from and reconciliation with his immigrant Parsi family forms a key storyline.
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the difficulty of discussing his Koreanness without seeming reductive, even
as it is impossible for viewers not to register it.

This is where Yurchak comes in handy: I would like to suggest that his
account of late-socialist performance—as described in his Everything Was
Forever, Until It Was No More (2005)—helps us to unpack not only the utopian
charge surrounding groups like Kino in the 1970s and 80s, but also Tsoi’s
minority background and its cinematic representation. For Yurchak, what
distinguished the last Soviet generation was its ability to use the ritualized
and repeated forms of Soviet society to open up “spaces of indeterminacy,
creativity, and unanticipated meanings.”® That is, the performative dimen-
sion (for example, the ritual of voting in a fixed election, and the context and
conventions compelling one to perform this ritual) made it possible to render
the literal meanings of the constative dimension (for example, the result of
said election) “open-ended, indeterminate, or simply irrelevant.”'° In accor-
dance with John Austin’s work on performative speech acts, official rituals
were performed in ways that were either felicitous or infelicitous—that is, suc-
cessful or unsuccessful in following established forms—rather than true or
false. Felicity in turn enabled individuals to produce “multiple deterritorial-
ized publics” rather than “static public spheres.”!! Deterritorialization here
means the displacement of authoritative discourses from within: “the rou-
tine replication of the authoritative symbolic system” in ways enabling “new,
unpredictable meanings that went beyond those that were literally communi-
cated,” as well as “new identities, socialities, and forms of knowledge.”'? Such
discursive flexibility enabled this generation to “preserve the possibilities,
promises, positive ideals, and ethical values of the system while avoiding the
negative and oppressive constraints within which these [were] articulated.”’?
Thus, under late socialism, one could avoid being cast as simply either a dis-
sident or conformist, pro-western or pro-Soviet; rather, one could playfully
shift authoritative discourses in ways that upended such binaries.

AsYurchakshows, thisopen-endednessfigured into both the underground
Soviet rock scene and the Soviet reception of western rock. For instance, he
describes how students writing letters to each other in the 1970s interpreted
western rock as perfectly compatible with Soviet ideals; how they were able to
combine “bourgeois” and communist cultures to articulate optimistic visions
of the future. In particular, they were able to discern in western rock echoes
of the Soviet avant-garde of the 1920s, and thus combine the persistent “futur-
ist strand of Soviet culture” with what Yurchak calls the “Imaginary West”
of late socialism—here referring to the last Soviet generation’s ability to use
western culture “to imagine worlds that did not have to be linked to any ‘real’
place or circumstances, neither Soviet nor Western.”* According to Yurchak,
what made the Russian underground rock scene that emerged in the 1970s

9. Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet
Generation (Princeton, 2005), 14.

10. Ibid., 26.

11. Ibid., 118.

12. Ibid., 114.

13. Ibid., 28.

14. Thid., 191.
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exciting was its experimental sound that “came from an imaginary elsewhere
and shifted the constative meaning of authoritative discourse.”’® As a case
in point, he describes how the band AVIA decontextualized Soviet agitprop
by mixing “the avant-garde aesthetics of the optimistic 1920s and the frozen
ideological form of the stagnant 1970s with elements of punk and slightly
erotic cabaret. In AVIA performances up to twenty actors in workers’ over-
alls fervently marched in columns, shouted slogans and ‘hurray,” and built
human pyramids.”!® Such decontextualization of and overidentification with
official discourses points to a specific kind of deterritorialization, namely,
the ironic aesthetic practice known as stiob, in which it is impossible to dis-
cern “sincere support, subtle ridicule, or a peculiar mixture of the two.”" For
example, a 1987 Leningradskaia pravda article used formulaic party language
to denounce the city’s rock subculture, specifically the bands Akvarium and
Alisa, but in fact was written by a member of that subculture who had per-
formed with those bands.!® Stiob occupied a position both inside and outside
of authoritative discourses, in the process underscoring their rigidity.
Yurchak’s framework illuminates dimensions of Tsoi’s image and sound
that would otherwise remain obscure. We can hear the “Imaginary West” in
Kino’s use of synthesizers and brittle guitar riffs—echoes of western postpunk
and new wave, with Tsoi’s low singing voice uncannily resembling Ian Curtis’
of Joy Division, and his jerking movements on stage evoking Roger Smith of
The Cure.' Stiob seems to be behind the maybe ironic, maybe earnest slo-
gan “We Will Save the World,” printed in white all-caps on the black t-shirts
donned by Kino members.?° Yurchak likewise helps us to understand the dif-
ficulty of casting Tsoi as either dissident or conformist. For instance, the hit
song “Changes” can readily be heard as a soundtrack for the Soviet collapse,

15. Ibid., 237.

16. Ibid., 253.

17. Ibid., 250.

18. Dominic Boyer and Alexei Yurchak, “American Stiob: Or, What Late-Socialist
Aesthetics of Parody Reveal about Contemporary Political Culture in the West,” Cultural
Anthropology 25, no. 2 (May 2010): 185-86.

19. According to the American promoter Joanna Stingray, Tsoi and Kino guitarist Yuri
Kasparyan would “turn me on to new bands from England that they’d somehow discovered
in Russia before those singers ever reached American ears. Viktor’s favorite song was ‘Love
Cats’ by The Cure, playing it on repeat with our other favorites like The Smiths’ ‘How Soon
is Now,” The Cult’s ‘She Sells Sanctuary,” and ‘Nirvana.”” Joanna Stingray and Madison
Stingray, Red Wave: An American in the Soviet Music Underground (Los Angeles, 2020), 68.
In a 2017 interview, Kino’s sound engineer Aleksei Vishnia also noted Kino’s indebtedness
to British rock and The Cure in particular, claiming that the 1985 song “This is Not Love”
has the same tune as a 1984 Robert Smith composition. Vishnia concludes, “Tsoi didn’t
steal the melodies, but Kino arrangements are imbued with English musical spirit.” Nina
Alekseeva, “Viktor Tsoi: S takim kharakterom dolgo ne zhivut,” Ekspress gazeta, June 30,
2017, at https://www.eg.ru/showbusiness/357958/ (accessed May 18, 2023).

20. To be sure, the slogan’s origins were completely earnest, with the t-shirts
conceived and designed by Stingray after the 1986 collapse of US-Soviet disarmament
talks in Reykjavik. According to her, “Save the World” was written in English on one side,
Russian on the other, and wearing the t-shirt on stage, Tsoi proclaimed, “We want to offset
the non-agreement that took place in Reykjavik, Iceland, to demonstrate the fact that we
do want peace and friendship with the United States!” Stingray and Stingray, Red Wave,
146-47.
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with its famous refrain proclaiming, “Changes! Are what our hearts demand.
Changes! Are what our eyes demand. In our laughter and in our tears, and in
the pulse of veins: Changes! We await changes.” However, Tsoi himself did not
regard it as a protest song,’! and the other verses foreground quiet, everyday
details—holding a cigarette with tea on the table, an empty box of matches,
the blue light of a gas stove—pointing to the need less for political change
than for existential change amid the stagnant circularity of everyday life.

That such details seem in harmony with late-socialist deterritorializa-
tion should not be surprising, given Tsoi’s prominent place in and for the last
Soviet generation. What I would like to add is that deterritorialization also
provides us with a historically grounded way to think beyond such binaries
as Korean versus Russian, minority versus majority in the late Soviet Union.
[ am following the lead here of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, from whom
Yurchak draws the concept of deterritorialization, and who themselves apply
deterritorialization to minority identity—or what they call “becoming-minori-
tarian”: identity-formation as a process that alters our understanding of
both the major and the minor. According to them, “Even blacks, as the Black
Panthers said, must become-black. Even women must become-woman. Even
Jews must become-Jewish (it certainly takes more than a state). But if this is
the case, then becoming-Jewish necessarily affects the non-Jew as much as
the Jew. Becoming-woman necessary [sic] affects men as much as women.”??
In short, deterritorialization continuously destabilizes and reconstitutes both
minority and majority identities.

At first glance, this process might not seem to apply to the Soviet Union,
with its assignment of fixed territories to nationalities large and small.
However, and in keeping with Yurchak’s framework, the contradictions built
into official policy from its outset made it possible to view nationality as both
essential and irrelevant, eternal and transitory, laying the seeds for deterri-
torialization. As scholarship on Soviet nationalities policy (especially on its
“feast of ethnic fertility” in the 1920s and early 30s) has shown, upon gaining
power the Bolsheviks promoted both modernizing assimilation and primor-
dial nationalism—a tension often traced back to Iosif Stalin’s 1913 definition
of a nation as a stable, historically constituted community of people with a
shared 1) language, 2) territory, 3) economic life, and 4) “psychical disposi-
tion, manifested in a community of culture.”?® Elaborating on this fourth
component, Stalin wrote that while “national character” changed with the
“conditions of life,” nonetheless “it exists at every given moment, it leaves its
impress on the physiognomy of the nation.”? Thus, nations were both fixed

21. See, for instance, Tsoi’s 1988 interview with Sergei Sholokhov: “Viktor Tsoi o pesne
‘Peremen’ i fil ' me ‘Assa.’ 1988 god,” YouTube video by “Vitalii Dubogrei,” posted October
2, 2015, at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tgf42-azgtl (accessed May 18, 2023).

22. Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 291.

23. According to Stalin, neither a “tribe” nor a “race” (which he regarded as pre-
modern groupings) could fulfill all four criteria. Iosif Stalin, “Marxism and the National
Question,” in A. Fineburg, ed., Marxism and the National and Colonial Question (London,
1934), 5-13. On the “feast of ethnic fertility,” see Slezkine, “The USSR as Communal
Apartment,” 439.

24. Stalin, “Marxism and the National Question,” 6.
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and malleable: defined by state-delineated languages, territories, and charac-
ters, but then pushed through the stages of Marxist economic development.?®
Stalin-era film was a key medium for transmitting this policy—with its con-
tradiction/dialectic between “national form” and “socialist content”—into
popular consciousness, and perhaps no film was more notable in this regard
than Grigorii Aleksandrov’s hit musical Circus (1936), which offers a useful
precursor and counterpoint to the Tsoi films discussed below. Showcasing, in
Richard Taylor’s words, “the superior rights afforded to minorities in Stalin’s
earthly paradise,” the film depicts a white American circus performer and her
half-Black toddler finding an anti-racist refuge in the USSR.%® At the famous
dramatic close, the toddler—played by Jim Patterson, the half-Black, half-Rus-
sian son of an African American émigré—is whisked to safety from the wom-
an’s German fascist promoter by a diverse Soviet audience: first a Russian
woman cradles the toddler and sings him a lullaby. Then she hands him down
to a Ukrainian man who sings a Ukrainian translation of the same song. Then
down to a Tatar and a Georgian; to the accompaniment of a klezmer fiddle,
a Jewish pair, one played by Solomon Mikhoels, who would go on to forge
anti-fascist ties with Jewish Americans during World War II but then lose his
life amid the postwar “anti-cosmopolitanism” campaign; and a Black man
who sings in Russian accompanied by a blues horn.?” Alongside the top-down
acceptance of miscegenation (as the circus director explains to the grateful
mother, the USSR embraces all colors) and despite the audience’s modern
clothing, primordial differences become frozen in place through language
and music.

If Circus reveals how, in the authoritative discourse, nationality was ulti-
mately “mummified” via territory and essentialist approaches to identity,
Yurchak’s framing opens the possibility that, in late socialism, one could arrive
at more flexible, bottom-up understandings of group identity.?® In this case,
the authoritative discourse would be comprised of the nationality (“Uzbek” or
“Jewish,” for example) listed in each Soviet citizen’s passport, as well as of offi-
cial slogans like “the friendship of peoples” and “national in form, socialist in

25. I refer here to Francine Hirsch’s account of “double assimilation” and “state-
sponsored evolutionism” in her Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the
Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca, 2005).

26. Robert Taylor, “The Illusion of Happiness and the Happiness of Illusion: Grigorii
Aleksandrov’s The Circus,” The Slavonic and East European Review 74, no. 4 (October
1996): 606.

27. The toddler’s father was Lloyd Patterson, who along with Langston Hughes
and twenty other African Americans arrived in the Soviet Union in 1932 to participate
in the famously abandoned Black and White film project. See Karen Kossie-Chernyshev,
“Reclaiming ‘[I. Ilartepcon’ (J. Patterson), Child Star in Grigori Alexandrov’s Circus: A
Reconstructive History,” Sound Historian 8, no. 2 (2002): 61-72. On Solomon Mikhoels and
his demise, see Yuri Slezkine, The Jewish Century (Princeton, 2004), 290-98.

28. On the mummification of Soviet nationalities, see, for instance, Olivier Roy, The
New Central Asia: The Creation of Nations (New York, 2000), 119. Nonetheless, as Adeeb
Khalid shows, even the essentialized national identities promoted by the state—in Central
Asia, stripped of religious content and expressed through customs and rituals—remained
(and remain) “quite meaningful to many people” from the late-Soviet period onward.
Adeeb Khalid, Islam after Communism: Religion and Politics in Central Asia (Berkeley,
2014), 107.
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content.” Deterritorialization would involve the performance of these catego-
ries and slogans in ways allowing for new meanings. Indeed, post-Stalinist
nationalities policy took an open-ended turn after Nikita Khrushchev, in 1961,
asserted the existence of a Russian-speaking “Soviet people [narod]” with an
eye towards the “rapprochement [shlizhenie]” of nationalities and, after the
ultimate victory of communism on a global scale, post-national “fusion [sli-
ianie].” As Jonathan Brunstedt has recently discussed, however, the official
policy still emphasized “national flourishing,” in large part to appease the
entrenched national elites in each Soviet republic, hence the indefinite fore-
stalling of “fusion.”?® Thus, under late socialism, one could oscillate between
national and Soviet selves, which as Caroline Damiens writes, fostered the
formation of hybrid, fragmented identities: instead of being pushed through
linear stages of development (from primordial tribes to modern nations
and Soviet people), national minorities could be portrayed as occupying a
simultaneity of states that unsettled the very notion of primordial or modern
groupings.>°

This development provides context for Tsoi’s above-noted ambivalence
about his identity: Tsoi as reluctant to identify as either Korean or Russian.
However, before returning to Tsoi, a brief discussion of Soviet Korean history
will help bring into focus what I mean by deterritorialized nationality, for the
simple reason that this was a nationality famously stripped of territory. Even
before the Soviet period, Koreans had long been associated with mobility.
Searching for farmland, Korean settlers arrived in the Russian Far East from
the 1860s, and though some Russian officials worried about an incursion of the
“yellow race,” they accepted the economic benefit that these settlers brought
to the region. Nonetheless, from 1886, the Russian state began placing lim-
its on Korean settlement, which as the historians Ivan Sablin and Alexander
Kuchinsky note, “followed a trend in the Pacific region, including efforts by the
USA government to limit Chinese immigration with the Chinese Exclusion Act
in 1882.”3! Koreans were thus caught up in a global “yellow peril” discourse,
but those who had already settled in the region often prospered by the turn of
the century. One English traveler in a border village noted the Koreans’ multi-
room homes with “papered walls and ceilings, fretwork doors and windows,
‘glazed’ with white translucent paper, finely matted floors, and an amount of

29. Jonathan Brunstedt, The Soviet Myth of World War II: Patriotic Memory and the
Russian Question in the USSR (Cambridge, Eng., 2021), 146-55. See also Slezkine, “The
USSR as Communal Apartment,” 449-51.

30. Damiens’s case in point is the 1972 Soviet television film The Most Beautiful Ships,
about a romance between an Estonian artist and a Chukchi reindeer herder who feels out
of place in both center and periphery. In a key scene at a Leningrad concert, the film shows
him imagining himself as “both a child and an adult, in Leningrad and in Chukotka, in
the present and in the past . .. Veket stands as the in-between, the hybrid. He embodies a
fragmented Chukchi identity that would not dissolve in the Soviet multi-national state.”
Caroline Damiens, “The Birth of a Soviet ‘Fourth Cinema’ on Prime Time Television: Iurii
Rytkheu and ‘The Most Beautiful Ships’,” Studies in Russian and Soviet Cinema 14, no. 1
(March 2020): 17-36, 29-30.

31. Ivan Sablin and Alexander Kuchinsky, “Making the Korean Nation in the Russian
Far East, 1863-1926,” Nationalities Papers 45, no. 5 (2017): 798-814, 801-2.
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furnishings rarely found even in a mandarin’s house in Korea.”?? Alongside
these traditional trappings were brass samovars and candlesticks, as well as
pictures of the tsar and Russian icons.?* Such cultural syncretism is perhaps
to be expected in a borderland region, and indeed, in 1894, when Russian
officials discussed how best to integrate Koreans into the empire, one military
governor suggested that they be made “part of the privileged Cossack estate”
and entrusted with guarding the borderlands.?* This never came to fruition,
but armed groups of Koreans would circulate across the region’s national
borders after the Japanese occupation of Korea, when the Russian Far East
became a center for anti-imperial activism and partisan raids.®

Although many Koreans came to embrace the Bolshevik Revolution and
the Comintern as vehicles for national independence, there was a mismatch
between this group’s mobility and Soviet policy’s emphasis on territory. Stalin’s
1913 essay had foregrounded territory by promoting regional autonomy “for
such crystallized units as Poland, Lithuania, the Ukraine, the Caucasus, etc.”
as a key solution to “the national question.”® Though comprised of both major-
ity and minority groups, each region would ultimately dissolve national barri-
ers and unite “the population in such a manner as to open the way for division
of a different kind, division according to classes.”>” Meanwhile, national minor-
ities within these units would be granted equal rights “in all forms (language,
schools, etc.).”?8 Stalin’s emphasis on territory of course anticipated the Soviet
Union’s division into national republics, and smaller national minority regions
within each republic. Accordingly, the early Soviet state promoted Korean cad-
res and granted the group one small national region and 171 villages, as well as
Korean-language schools, a pedagogical institute, newspapers, and a theater.?®
However, in 1937 the NKVD deported the entire Korean population (approxi-
mately 171,000) from the Far East to Central Asia on the premise that they might
bolster Japanese interests in the region—either by serving as spies or by provok-
ing the Japanese military to enter the USSR in search of partisans.*°

32. Isabella Bird Bishop quoted in Alyssa M. Park, Sovereignty Experiments: Korean
Migrants and the Building of Borders in Northeast Asia, 1860-1945 (Ithaca, 2019), 222.

33. Ibid.

34. Sablin and Kuchinsky, “Making the Korean Nation,” 803.

35. For overviews of Korean anti-Japanese nationalism in the Russian Far East, both
before and after 1917 (often marked by bitter factionalism), see Ivan Sablin, The Rise
and Fall of Russia’s Far Eastern Republic, 1905-1922: Nationalisms, Imperialisms, and
Regionalisms in and after the Russian Empire (New York, 2019), 37, 48-52, 112-14, 121,
169-70, 205-6; and Chong-Sik Lee, The Politics of Korean Nationalism (Berkeley, 1963),
147-448, 157-62. The famous 1909 assassination of the Japanese politician 1t6 Hirobumi
in Harbin was carried out by the Vladivostok-based An Jung-geun.

36. Stalin, “Marxism and the National Question,” 42.

37. Ibid.

38. Ibid., 43.

39. Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the
Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca, 2001), 317-19; Michael Gelb, “An Early Soviet Ethnic
Deportation: The Far-Eastern Koreans,” Russian Review 54, no. 3 (July 1995): 395-96. For a
closer look at the debates surrounding culture, territory, and Soviet Koreans in the 1920s,
see Sablin and Kuchinsky, “Making the Korean Nation,” 806-10.

40. For recent accounts of the deportation, both emphasizing how it served to solidify
the Soviet Union’s external borders, see Alyssa Park, Sovereignty Experiments, 237-47

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2023.98 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2023.98

168 Slavic Review

According to the anthropologist Hyun Gwi Park, the deportation thus
marked the punitive internalization of a border for those “who were accused
of blurring the territorial borders” (29). The result was an extreme form of
Yurchak’s internal displacement and, in turn, a unique instance of the open-
ended meanings and identities of the last Soviet generation. As Park writes:

The experience of Koreans largely confirms Yurchak’s sympathetic and
humanizing interpretation of Soviet socialism. Most Russian Koreans were
proud of belonging to the Soviet Union, and ‘the last Soviet generation’ of
Koreans truly believed in socialism, as did Yurchak’s interlocutors. Yet,
as one of the minorities in the Soviet Union, the spatial displacement of
Koreans from their homeland (the RFE) to the alien steppe region resulted
in a significantly different type of internal displacement. With their forcible
deportation and lack of entitlement to any territory-based Soviet administra-
tive structures, Koreans’ internal displacement resulted in a highly flexible
economic life based on widespread mobile agriculture and collective, kin-
ship- based temporary groups.*

By this account, Soviet Koreans experienced a literal, not merely performa-
tive, version of deterritorialization, which translated into specific economic
activities that became associated with Koreanness. Park details how, after
World War II, Soviet Koreans combined a belief in socialism with a nomadic,
semi-private agricultural practice (known as gobonjil) for which they became
famous across the USSR, enlisting the labor of countless seasonal harvest-
ers of many nationalities. For Park, such activities reinforce how this largely
Russified community tied Koreanness not to any fixed, intrinsic factors, but
rather to mobile kinship relations and entrepreneurial endeavors.*? Soviet
Koreans thus exemplified late socialism not only by sidestepping binaries
like dissident versus conformist, but also by revealing the fluidity of Korean
nationality. Lacking a fixed territory—indeed, deported from the border
regions that it once possessed—this group found itself both inside and outside
of (in the sense of Yurchak’s “vnye”) Soviet nationalities policy.*?

and passim; and Hyun Gwi Park, The Displacement of Borders among Russian Koreans
in Northeast Asia (Amsterdam, 2018), 66-75. Gelb notes that after the deportation,
Korean-language schools and institutions were mostly closed or converted to Russian
instruction. However, Koreans were by no means exclusively targeted in this regard. As
Slezkine writes, the state “had obviously decided that presiding over 192 languages and
potentially 192 bureaucracies was not a very good idea after all. . . . By the end of the
[1930s] most ethnically defined soviets, villages, districts and other small units had been
disbanded, some autonomous republics forgotten and most ‘national minority’ schools
and institutions closed down.” Slezkine, “The USSR as Communal Apartment,” 445.
Nonetheless, Korean newspapers and the theater continued to receive state support and
are still operating in present-day Almaty.

41. Park, The Displacement of Borders, 30.

42.1bid., 25, 123-38.

43. By “vnye,” Yurchak refers to “a condition of being simultaneously inside and
outside of some context—such as, being within a context while remaining oblivious of
it, imagining yourself elsewhere, or being inside your own mind. It may also mean being
simultaneously part of the system and yet not following certain of its parameters.” Yurchak,
Everything Was Forever, 127-28. Park, in turn, suggests that Soviet Koreans manifested an
exceptional instance of “vnye” when she writes, “Korean displacement can be understood

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2023.98 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2023.98

Deterritorialized Nationality: Viktor Tsoi Saves the World 169

Thus, it is difficult to pin down Soviet Korean identity in general, not only
Tsoi’s half-Koreanness. His family’s history reflects this difficulty, bolstering
Park’s point about Soviet Korean mobility. In Vladivostok before the deporta-
tion, Tsoi’s paternal grandmother sang in a Korean choir that was broadcast
over state radio—a clear instance of Soviet nationalities policy’s promotion
of minority cultures. After arriving in Kazakhstan, his paternal grandfather
graduated from a local university (where he was “a model student: excellent
grades, athletic, a Komsomol member”) and in 1943 began a lengthy career
as a counter-intelligence officer for the NKVD, the same commissariat that
executed the deportation. In the 1950s he was briefly deployed to Sakhalin,
presumably to work with the Koreans that the Soviets inherited there from
Japan after the war.** Tsoi’s father was born in Kazakhstan the year after
the deportation, eventually making his way to Leningrad as an engineer. In
short, Tsoi came from a successful, upwardly mobile family, one not simply
oppressed by the state and defined as such.

Returning at last to Tsoi’s image and sound, my focus will be on his
appearance in the films Assa (1987, directed by Sergei Solov'ev) and Needle
(1988, directed by Rashid Nugmanov). These films have frequently been dis-
cussed together due to their shared use of previously underground rock music
and focus on criminal underworlds. They also have a shared genealogy: Rita
Safariants has detailed how Solov'ev instructed Nugmanov at Moscow’s
Vsesoiuznyi gosudarstvennyi universitet kinematografii imeni Gerasimova
(VGIK, Gerasimov All-Soviet State University of Cinematography)—a creative-
pedagogical encounter that drew from the French New Wave and Dziga Vertov,
and that emphasized “cinematic playfulness, rule-breaking and experimenta-
tion,” including the use of amateur actors like Tsoi.*” In turn, Nugmanov was
the one who, through his student film documentary project on the Leningrad
underground, introduced Solov'ev to Tsoi. Affirming Yurchak’s account of late
socialism’s discursive flexibility, both films have been read as occupying a
space between dissidence and conformism by combining societal exposés
with fairytale escapism—the latter taking the form of a demobilizing faith in
the Leningrad underground as “genuine and pure” in Assa, and the inexpli-
cably low-key heroism of Tsoi’s character in Needle.*® As I discuss the films,

as the transference of external territorial boundaries into the internal borders of Soviet
socialism in a very particular way,” Park, The Displacement of Borders, 31.

44. These family details come from Avchenko, “Tsoi s Seul skoi ulitsy,” Novaia gazeta
vo Vladivostoke, 22.

45, Rita Safariants, “The School of Rock: Sergei Solov’ev’s Workshop and Its Legacy
for the Popular Music Film,” Studies in Russian and Soviet Cinema 13, no. 2 (May 2019):
208-16, 211. This encounter launched what became known as the Kazakh New Wave—
experimental films (the most prominent being Needle) that combined genres and shunned
didacticism. See Ludmila Zebrina Pruner, “The New Wave in Kazakh Cinema,” Slavic
Review 51, no. 4 (Winter 1992): 791-801.

46. Birgit Beumers discusses Assa in particular as turning from reality to artifice, in
the process revealing the performativity of both the Soviet underground movement and
everyday Soviet life. Birgit Beumers, “‘Waiting for Change’: Sergei Solov'evand the Dreams
of the Young Generation,” in Birgit Beumers and Eugenie Zvonkine, eds., Ruptures and
Continuities in Soviet/Russian Cinema: Styles, Characters and Genres Before and After the
Collapse of the USSR (New York, 2018), 58—66. On the heroism of Tsoi’s character, evocative
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Figure 1. Still from Assa (1987)

my aim will be to use late-socialist deterritorialization to open unanticipated
meanings around Tsoi’s racial otherness, which is visible on screen in ways
not possible with music.

Tsoi appears only at the very end of Assa, a crime drama set in a Crimean
resort, about an eccentric young artist and musician who goes by Bananan
and falls in love with the mistress of an organized crime boss. After the plot’s
resolution—Bananan has been killed, the mistress arrested after killing the
crime boss in turn—the film fades to black, and white lettering announces:
“But this is not the end of the story. It would be unfair not to say what hap-
pened later. However, everything is just still beginning.” We then see Tsoi,
playing himself, applying for a gig at the resort’s restaurant with the help of
one of the film’s main characters, Vitya, a friend and bandmate of Bananan’s
who happens to be half-African (figure 1) and who is wearing a “We Will Save
the World” t-shirt. A bespectacled administrator lists the position’s require-
ments in a monotone: two music diplomas, a music certificate, residency
card. “No,” Tsoi responds to each item, noting that he does not live anywhere,
with Vitya adding, “He’s a poet, he lives on the whole earth [na belom svete].”
Dismayed, the administrator then lists the rules and regulations attached
to the position, prompting Tsoi and Vitya to exit the office for the banquet
hall; and gradually her unfazed voice is drowned out by the opening beats of
“Changes.” Already playing in the hall, the other Kino members appear (the

of socialist realism’s “New Man,” see Rita Safariants, “‘Thank God We’re Not Alive’: The
Rock Star in Soviet and Post-Soviet Cinema,” in Beumers and Zvonkine, eds., Ruptures
and Continuities in Soviet/Russian Cinema, 97-98. As Safariants suggests, the ambiguous
position of Assa and Needle perhaps reflects the mutually beneficial partnership at the
time between the Soviet film establishment and amateur rock musicians, who as a result
became part of the cultural mainstream. Safariants ““Thank God We’re Not Alive,””
99-100. See also Safariants, “The School of Rock,” 214; and Pruner, “The New Wave in
Kazakh Cinema,” 800.
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guitarist also wearing a “We Will Save the World” t-shirt), and Tsoi, taking
the stage, glares through narrowed eyes directly at the viewer as he sings in
place, the camera trained on his vibrating head and torso. His sudden jerking
movements seem tense and mechanical, his left fist clenching and unclench-
ing while the right grips the microphone, as though he is about to explode.
With his British-new-wave-inspired performance style, he himself seems to
offer the new beginning promised by the film—a sense of the unfamiliar that
Solov'ev presumably sought to accentuate through what he described as Tsoi’s
“withdrawn” and “inaccessible” persona, “closed in an Oriental way.”* As
the song progresses and the end credits appear, the fourth wall decisively
breaks: suddenly we see him performing not in an empty resort hall but a
nighttime concert at Moscow’s Green Theatre, the camera panning over thou-
sands of candle-wielding fans.

The encounter in this scene illustrates well Yurchak’s point about the con-
stative and performative dimensions coexisting in late socialist culture—the
constative here represented by the rules listed by the resort administrator.
However, the fact that she keeps listing these rules even after the two men
walk out highlights the open-ended performative dimension: maybe she does
this because she is reading and does not see them leave, or maybe she is just
following the ritual. In any case, continuing to do so even after they leave
adds an ironic dimension to these rules. Meanwhile, at first glance Vitya and
Tsoi seem like dissident figures when they walk out on the administrator; the
fact that both characters are visibly persons of color in contrast to the white
administrator might be seen as a further source of tension. Right before she
starts listing the rules, however, the administrator tells them to go to the hall
to perform so that she can listen. They are doing what they are told to do, rein-
forcing Yurchak’s argument that the performative dimension was not simply
anti-state or anti-socialist. Accordingly, and in keeping with deterritorialized
nationality, even as the film seems to foreground racial difference—ending
with Tsoi and opening with a saxophone-wielding Vitya singing a rock/disco
hybrid entitled “The Boy Bananan”—it quickly asserts the fluidity, even irrel-
evance of race. In an early scene, Bananan introduces the heroine to Vitya,
then asks, “Why are you being shy? Perhaps you’re perplexed that he’s a
Negro. It’s nothing [pustiaki]. He’s our Soviet socialist Negro. One can say you
see before you a Negro of a new formation. Note: not Michael [Maikl], not Joe
[Dzho], but Vitya...an ordinary Vitya.” Bananan here reveals the place of race
in Yurchak’s Imaginary West: Blackness as automatically evoking African
Americans (with names like Michael or Joe), but then reworked into a new,
Soviet racial formation with unexpectedly radical underpinnings. A bit later
in the film we learn that Vitya is the son of a tragically deceased Angolan revo-
lutionary, presumably one of the many African students and political figures
who spent time in the Soviet Union after WWIL.“8 With this detail in mind, it
becomes possible to reread the pairing of Vitya and Tsoi at film’s end as an

47. Boris Barabanov, Assa: Kniga peremen (St. Petersburg, 2008), 78.

48. On these mutually transformative travels to the USSR, see Maxim Matusevich,
“Journeys of Hope: African Diaspora and the Soviet Society,” African Diaspora:
Transnational Journal of Culture, Economy & Society 1, nos. 1-2 (2008): 53-85.
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Afro-Asian friendship borne from Soviet outreach to the decolonizing world.
That is, Vitya’s and Tsoi’s racial backgrounds signify not simply the fact of the
Soviet population’s diversity. The deterritorialization of Blackness here also
reveals the history of Soviet-sponsored revolutionary Third Worldism across
what is now called the Global South.*’ The presence of minorities imparts to
the film the sense of the unfamiliar and exotic, but in a way that also high-
lights Soviet ideals about cross-racial, international equality.

Tempering this optimistic Third Worldist reading is the fact that the role of
Vitya was filled by a Russian actor in blackface—a far cry from the regimented
representation of race in Circus.’® Indeed, Assa explicitly distances itself from
Circus when Bananan, soon after introducing Vitya to the heroine, quietly
sings to himself an adapted line from “Song of the Motherland,” the de facto
Soviet anthem first featured in Circus. Instead of the original version’s “For us
there are no Black people, no people of color [ni chernikh, ni tsvetnykh],” he
sings “For us there are no Negroes, no people of color [ni negrov, ni tsvetnykh].”
The reference to “Song” is a clear, playful instance of deterritorialization, and
I tend not to read Soviet uses of the word “negr” as deliberately offensive.
However, given the substitution of the more neutral “Black” by “Negro,” one
cannot but be taken aback and confused over whether Bananan is mocking
or embracing Soviet outreach to minorities. The confusion is heightened by
the fact that Bananan’s starring role was filled by the artist and curator Sergei
Bugaev, who from the early-1980s went by (and still goes by) simply Afrika—a
name coined by Boris Grebenshchikov of Akvarium, at the time enamored
with reggae and dub, in response to Bugaev’s fascination with Pushkin’s
(and, thus, Russian culture’s) African roots.’! Here we see one pitfall of deter-
ritorialized nationality: a fluidity that allows not just for open-ended mean-
ings and aesthetic charge, but also racial appropriation and fetishism. In
particular, the blackface, altered “Song of the Motherland,” and name Afrika
are all instances of what can be termed “minority stiob”: overidentification

49. Though no doubt marked by geopolitical self-interest, this history has become
the subject of a growing body of scholarship on the Soviet routes of anti-colonial struggle.
See, for instance, Ani Mukherji, “The Anticolonial Imagination: The Exilic Productions
of American Radicalism in Interwar Moscow” (PhD diss., Brown University, 2012); Vijay
Prashad, Red Star Over the Third World (London, 2019); and Rossen Djagalov, From
Internationalism to Postcolonialism: Literature and Cinema between the Second and the
Third Worlds (Montreal, 2020). On the more repellant aspects of Soviet Third Worldism,
most notably the at times violent racism encountered by African students in the USSR, see
Julie Hessler, “Death of an African Student in Moscow: Race, Politics, and the Cold War,”
Cahiers du monde russe 47, nos. 1-2 (2006): 33-63; and Constantin Katsakioris, “Burden
or Allies?: Third World Students and Internationalist Duty through Soviet Eyes,” Kritika
18, no. 3 (Summer 2017): 539-67.

50. On Solov'ev’s haphazard selection of Dmitrii Shumilov, based solely on his
singing ability, for the role of Vitya, see Barabanov, Assa, 132-34. As Shumilov recalls
in the Barabanov volume, “Solov’'ev explained nothing to me about my character” (134).

51. Sasha Griboedova, “Sergei Bugaev. SSSR, Rossiia, Afrika,” Art Modern: Sobranie
sochinenii, last modified January 12, 2008, at http://www.amodern.ru/artmodern/
person/218/ (accessed May 22, 2023). On Bugaev’s more recent turn as a vocal Putin
supporter, see Mariia Semendiaeva, “Sergei Bugaev (Afrika): ‘Ia, kak doverennoe litso
Putina, sam vybiraiu, chto delat’,”” Art Khronika, last modified February 11, 2012, http://
artchronika.ru/persona/afrika-doverennoe-litso-putina/ (accessed June 1, 2023).
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with Soviet rhetoric around the “friendship of peoples,” but also as racial
and national minorities. As with all stiob, the result is an ability to operate
inside and outside of authoritative discourses—in this case, a contradictory
nationalities policy and the categories enshrined by it—in a way that wavers
between support and ridicule.”?

I will return to minority stiob below, but first want to foreground a more
clearly affirmative instance of deterritorialized nationality by turning to Tsoi’s
lead performance in Needle, for which he was named 1989 Soviet film actor of
the year by the journal Sovetskii ekran. Here again Tsoi is marked as racially
different: though a Kazakhstani production set in Kazakhstan, all the main
roles besides Tsoi’s are played by whites—perhaps reflecting the fact that, for
much of the Soviet period, due in large part to the horrors of collectivization,
there were more Russians than Kazakhs in Kazakhstan. In the face of this
hierarchical history, however, Nugmanov’s film eschews national binaries by
including multiple languages (in addition to Russian, bits of Kazakh, Italian,
French, German, and English), and as Angelina Karpovich has noted, by fore-
grounding a sense of placelessness vis-a-vis both the Soviet Union and Asia.>
Tsoi provides a case in point of this placelessness by demonstrating how one
can be or look like an Asian minority without being confined by this des-
ignation. He stars as Moro, a black-clad gangster who travels from Moscow
to Alma-Ata to collect a debt, finds that his ex-girlfriend Dina is a morphine
addict, and goes to battle with the local narco-mafia. To be sure, since he
speaks little and conveys few emotions, one could readily stereotype him
in the same way that Solov'ev did: as a withdrawn and inscrutable Asian.
In a fight scene, Tsoi seems to engage in martial arts, perhaps reflecting his
admiration for Bruce Lee. Throughout the film, his body is simultaneously
lithe and restrained; moving slowly and deliberately, but then suddenly flip-
ping beneath a doorway cross-bar (as the Soviet state news theme, Georgii
Sviridov’s “Time, Forward!,” triumphantly blares in the background), or
climbing a wrecked ship in the desiccated Aral Sea.

52. The previously underground artists and musicians who participated in Assa’s
production—drawn from such overlapping groups as the New Artists and the Maiakovskii’s
Friends Club—were leading practitioners of stiob. For an overview of the Leningrad creative
scene behind the film, see Barabanov, Assa, 47-68. The film’s most blatant instance of
stiob comes when Bananan’s band sings a seemingly mock, seemingly heartfelt paean
to the Soviet air force at the request of a hooligan dressed as an air force officer. The fake
officer is played by Aleksandr Bashirov, who in Needle again displays his stiob chops by
performing animpassioned monologue of military commandsand contradictoryslogansin
an abandoned zoo. Bashirov has since become a fervent supporter of the Donetsk People’s
Republic in eastern Ukraine, as evidenced by his frontline documentary “Donbass Beats
in Our Heart,” YouTube video, posted by “Aleksandr Bashirov | DeboshirFilm,” December
9, 2018, at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CAjMhPwG__A (accessed May 22, 2023).

53. Angelina Karpovich, “(In)Action Film: Genre and Identity in Rashid Nugmanov’s
The Needle,” in Felicia Chan, Angelina Karpovich, and Xin Zhang, eds., Genre in Asian
Film and Television: New Approaches (London, 2011), 165-77. Against this emphasis on
placelessness, however, Karpovich’s piece ends with a heavy-handed foregrounding of
the film’s “ethnic context”: the film as making “visible an ethnic minority which had not
been represented on screen before,” and set in a country “in which different ethnicities
struggle to communicate or belong and in which an ethnic Korean’s journey to Kazakhstan
ends in tragedy,” see Karpovich, “(In)Action Film,” 172, 175.
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The character portrayed by Tsoi, however, coupled with the soundtrack’s
exclusive use of Tsoi’s music, grants Needle an ambiguous, contradictory
quality that allows for, without being limited by, such racialized readings.
The film begins with Moro walking through an alley towards the viewer,
while a narrator states, “Nobody knows where he is going, and neither
does he” to the accompaniment of the Kino song “A Star Called the Sun.”
The song’s long-view of history—describing an ancient city under yellow
smoke, and pointless wars that come and go—concludes by noting how we
are fated to love those who die young, who live by their own rules, and who
do not remember ranks, names, or the words yes and no: those “able to
reach the stars, not figuring this is a dream.” These lyrics of course feed the
mythology surrounding Tsoi—seeming to anticipate his own early death—
but they also fit the character Moro. It is unclear why he resides in Moscow
and why certain Alma-Atans are indebted to him. His romantic past with
Dina and why he chooses to help her are never explained. At one point he
boards a train leaving the city until he remembers to return her apartment
key, its pendant chiming the theme from the Mickey Mouse Club. Forcing
her to break her addiction during a weeks-long escape to the steppe, he
seems to understand an elderly man speaking only Kazakh, and for some
reason posts in their mud hut a picture of two kitsch cherubs who appear
to be South Asian. The film’s ending is left open-ended: Dina is back on
morphine; Moro, after staring down her dealer/ex-lover, calls to say he is
coming to her, but then is stabbed on a snow-covered path to the accom-
paniment of the song “Blood Type,” the first song of Tsoi’s that Nugmanov
knew he wanted to use in the film.”* To a slow cruising beat and jangling
guitars, the lyrics—about street gangs going to battle—emphasize constant
movement: from the opening lines (“A warm place, but the streets await the
imprints of our feet—stardust on boots”), to the refrain (“Wish me luck in
the fight, wish me that I won’t get stuck in this ground”), to the final verse
(“I would like to stay with you, simply stay with you, but a star high in the
sky calls me away”). Accordingly, after kneeling with a lit cigarette lighter,
blood dripping on the snow, Moro rises up and keeps walking, this time
away from the viewer as a bookend to the film’s start (figures 2 and 3). He
opts not for a settled resting place but staggers towards the night horizon
while hovering between life and death.

At this point it should be clear that such ambiguity reflects late socialist
culture’s emphasis on mobility and fluidity. One clue about the place of race
in this mobility can be found in a 1989 Iskusstvo kino review of the film, which
reads Moro as a figure beyond anti-establishment anger, instead masquerad-
ing as a romantic knight. The author, Marina Drozdova, then offers her own
interpretation of Moro’s blood type:

The question is whom will it occur to him to rise as (rise up) from his blood.
Perhaps a neo-Jacobin, “panmongolist” (“though the name is savage. ..” for
them “it caresses the ear”)—as Tsoi himself often appears on stage, though
this would already be a different film.

54, Tsoi, Zvezda po imeni Solntse, Nugmanov, “Vospominaniia,” 170.
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Figure 2. Still from Needle (1988)

Cut by the blade of his narrow eyes, “slanted and greedy,” into the
exhausted expanse, where everyone was already exhausted and tired of
everything long ago, perhaps Tsoi should have hacked away this given
world?55

Rare for its time, this foregrounding of Tsoi’s race disconcertingly echoes turn-
of-the-century “yellow peril” discourse, such as Vladimir Solov'ev’s poem
“Panmongolism” (1894) and Aleksandr Blok’s poem “Scythians” (1918), the
sources of the lines quoted by Drozdova. Thus, perhaps what we find here is
late socialism’s racist subconscious: Tsoi as an Asian invader bent on destruc-
tion, which heightens his force as an actor.>®

While allowing for this possibility, I would like to propose that Drozdova’s
reading also points to an Imaginary East that rounds out Yurchak’s Imaginary
West: the figure not just of the west, but of Asia and Tsoi’s Asianness as allowing

55. M. Drozdova, “Dendi perioda post-pank, ili Proshchai, Amerika, o ...” Iskusstvo
kino, no. 3 (1989): 77. A keM eMy B36peJieT B TOJIOBY BCTaTh (BOCCTATh) M3 KPOBU—ITO

BoIrpoc. MoXeT 6bITh, ¥ HEOSTKOGMHIIEM, “ITaHMOHTOIUCTOM” (“XOTh MMS IUKO . . .,” HO
uM “. .. JIaCKaeT CJyX OHO”)—KaKUM UacTo IIpecTaeT Ha cijeHe caM Lloit, —oHaKo 3TO
6YZeT yKe APYron uIbM.

Bpe3aHHBIN JIe3BMEM CBOUX Y3KMX IJ1a3, «PACKOCHIX U XKaJHBIX», B paccaabieHHoe
IIPOCTPAHCTBO, TAe BCE BCEX AOCTAJI0O JIaBHO-IABHO, YK M pacciabwiuck, 1o,
BO3MOYKHO, JO/DKEH ObII UCKPOMCATh €r0, 3TOT 3aIaHHBIN MUP?

56. On the racism of the late-Soviet dissident intelligentsia (in response to the Soviet
state’s official anti-racism) and its disturbing echoes in contemporary Russia, see Rossen
Djagalov, “Racism, the Highest Stage of Anti-Communism,” Slavic Review 80, no. 2
(Summer 2021): 290-98.
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Figure 3. Still from Needle (1988)

for new imagined worlds unbound to any given place. The Solov'ev and Blok
poems have themselves been read as foregrounding east-west ambiguity, as
well as Russia’s long and problematic identification with Asia—Russia as, in
Leah Feldman’s words, “both and neither Asian nor European.”’ Associating
Tsoi with Blok’s Scythians—his recasting of the Bolsheviks as Asians poised to
assault the west—arguably ennobles rather than demeans through the figure
of Asian revolutionary, of Asian neo-Jacobin. Indeed, this association reso-
nates with the early Soviet state’s efforts to foment world revolution via Asia.>®
In any case, Drozdova’s point here is not to pigeonhole or stereotype Tsoi: she
also connects his muted heroism to French existentialism and dandyism, and
also to what she calls a global postpunk movement that has belatedly arrived
in the Soviet Union from the west—postpunk defined by image-based free
play (igra vo chto ugodno), unconcerned with the concrete rules torn down by
punk. Thus, what we see in the article is an emphasis on Tsoi’s Asianness—for
Drozdova, a source of revolutionary energy, an apocalyptic clearing away of

57. Leah Michele Feldman, On the Threshold of Eurasia: Revolutionary Poetics in the
Caucasus (Ithaca, 2018), 16. See also Harsha Ram, The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics
of Empire (Madison, 2003), 221-25, 230-31; Susanna Soojung Lim, “Between Spiritual
Self and Other: Vladimir Solov'ev and the Question of East Asia,” Slavic Review 67, no.
2 (Summer 2008): 323; and Michael Kunichika, “Our Native Antiquity”: Archaeology and
Aesthetics in the Culture of Russian Modernism (Boston, 2015), 220-21.

58. See, for instance, John Riddell, ed., To See the Dawn: Baku, 1920—First Congress
of the Peoples of the East (New York, 1993).
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the old—but only as part of a larger picture of cultural circulation across east
and west. In response to Needle’s conclusion, she asks, “But where is he head-
ing? To that America where he will never be? (And even if that America exists,
does its force of attraction lie in its geographic reality?)”>° Drozdova here illus-
trates perfectly Yurchak’s Imaginary West: at the film’s end, Tsoi traverses a
deterritorialized imaginative space, a move accentuated by his association
with an iconoclastic, Imaginary East. His identity emerges from the articu-
lation of multiple associations and histories, some of which are discernibly
Asian, but which together unsettle the constative meanings attached to racial
phenotype or passport nationality.

Another virtue of Drozdova’s reading is that, via postpunk, it offers a
bridge between late socialism and a dynamic body of western critical theory
that also emerged in the 1970s and 80s, namely Birmingham School cultural
studies. As noted above, the postpunk link is apt—discernible in the influence
on Tsoi of bands like Joy Division and The Cure—and Tsoi himself forged east-
west networks for what might be described as a postpunk international. Most
notably and brilliantly, soon after the January 1990 screening of Needle at the
Sundance Film Festival, he and Nugmanov met with the Talking Heads’ David
Byrne to plan a collaborative film project set in a post-apocalyptic Leningrad—
starring and featuring the music of Tsoi; Byrne both acting and co-producing
the soundtrack; and the screenplay co-written by cyberpunk founder William
Gibson, who hailed Tsoi as “a half-Korean, half-Russian Bruce Lee, a real mas-
ter of martial arts, unbelievably attractive,” and claimed that Kino’s music
inspired parts of his 2003 novel Pattern Recognition.®® Birmingham scholar-
ship highlights precisely such unexpected linkages—the circulation of music,
gestures, and clothing—and adds a radical political horizon by considering
these in relation to race, class, and gender inequality. For instance, Dick
Hebdige’s seminal Subcultures: The Meaning of Style (1979) shows how British
punks from the white working class drew from reggae, which was brought to
the UK by Black immigrants from the West Indies. Hebdige thus uses punk
music and style to articulate together race and class, which in turn leads
him to find in subculture forms the expression of “a fundamental tension
between those in power and those condemned to subordinate positions and
second-class lives.”®! In punk, this tension is expressed through a tangible
alienation that “gave itself up to the cameras in ‘blankness,’” the removal of

59. Drozdova, “Dendi perioda post-pank,” 76-77. The quote and the review’s title
reference the 1985 Nautilus Pompilius song “Goodbye, America,” another example of the
Imaginary West in late Soviet rock.

60. Nugmanov, who was to direct the film, recounts the meeting with Byrne in Tsoi,
Zvezda po imeni Solntse, “Vospominaniia,” 173. In a separate interview, he described the
film as “a weird mix of socialism and wild capitalism in a new Leningrad” besieged by gang
warfare and bombarded by American media, with Tsoi reprising the role of Moro. Gibson
never met Tsoi in person but received tapes of Needle and Kino music from Nugmanov.
Elena Anisimova, “Nesniatoe kino: Kak Viktor Tsoi dolzhen byl sygrat’ v kiberpanke v
stile ‘Begushchego po lezviiu,”” Sobaka.ru, last modified October 28, 2020, https://www.
sobaka.ru/entertainment/cinema/116538; William Gibson, “Victor Tsoi,” blog post, March
6, 2003, https://web.archive.org/web/20071210172807/http://www.williamgibsonbooks.
com/blog/2003_03_01_archive.asp#90416069 (both accessed May 22, 2023).

61. Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London, 1988), 132.
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expression. . .the refusal to speak and be positioned”—all qualities that could
readily be ascribed to Tso0i.®? Such attempts to recode class can be seen as part
of a broader effort to arrive at flexible notions of identity: to cite one influen-
tial example, Stuart Hall’s 1989 conceptualization of “new ethnicities” that
eschew singular, essentialist notions of Blackness, Black experience, or Black
activism (comparable to the reified nationalities established by Soviet policy)
in favor of a “politics of ethnicity predicated on difference and diversity.”
For Hall, cultural representation offers a canvas for negotiating this differ-
ence within difference by bringing into focus minority experience as dias-
pora experience, “and the consequences which this carries for the process
of unsettling, recombination, hybridization and ‘cut-and-mix’—in short the
process of cultural ‘diaspora-ization’ (to coin an ugly term).” The result of this
process is a foregrounding of the margins and peripheries of each group—as
well as the ways in which “racial differences do not constitute all of us”—in
order to bolster cross-group alliances and the formation of Gramscian coun-
ter-hegemonic blocs.®

Through his use of reggae beats in the song “Boshetunmai” but more
broadly in the difficulty of applying fixed racial or national categories to
him, Tsoi shows that it is possible to extend such theories to late socialism:
to speak of “new nationalities” alongside “new ethnicities,” Soviet deterrito-
rialization alongside western diaspora-ization. This pairing usefully grants
Yurchak’s account of late socialism much-needed political teeth: while
Yurchak describes late-socialist culture as either felicitous or infelicitous in
its performance of authoritative discourses, Hall forces us to parse through
the political effects of this culture. Does Drozdova’s reading of Tsoi advance
cross-group alliances and counter-hegemonic blocs? Yes, in that it unsettles
national and racial boundaries in ways that shockingly foreground minority
agency. What about the appropriations of Blackness in Assa? Probably not.
The film’s Third Worldist undertones are compromised by its extension, even
if unintended, of a long history of subjection: in this case, the minstrel tra-
dition of whites performing as Blacks, from the perspective of which Assa’s
minority stiob seems not simply offensive but passé.®*

62. Hebdige, Subculture, 28. For case studies of post-socialist Russian punk explicitly
geared towards nuancing Hebdige’s approach, see Ivan Gololobov, Hilary Pilkington,
and Yngvar B. Steinholt, eds., Punk in Russia: Cultural Mutation from the ‘Useless’ to the
Moronic (New York, 2014).

63. Stuart Hall, “New Ethnicities [1989],” in David Morley and Kuan-Hsing Chen, eds.,
Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies (New York, 1996), 447. See also Stuart
Hall, “What is This ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?” Social Justice 20, nos. 1-2 (April
1993): 112; and Stuart Hall, “Gramsci’s Relevance for the Study of Race and Ethnicity,”
Journal of Communication Inquiry 10, no. 2 (June 1986): 5-27.

64. Yet, for Hall, even top-down racial appropriation is interesting in that it reveals
“a mobile, conflictual fusion of power, fear, and desire in the construction of subjectivity:
a psychological dependence upon precisely those others which are being rigorously
opposed and excluded at the social level,” Hall “What is This ‘Black’ in Black Popular
Culture?” 113. Accordingly, Eric Lott’s enduring account of American minstrelsy traces
how nineteenth-century blackface performances in New York instantiated not only the
exploitation of Black culture, but also the radical unsettling of racial, class, and gender
politics. Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class
(New York, 2013).
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The combined perspectives of Yurchak and Hall also make it possible to
better grasp the foreclosure of possibility after the passing of late socialism, as
evident in what can be described as the post-Soviet territorialization of Tsoi’s
race and nationality.®®> For example, a journal produced by Russian Koreans
in St. Petersburg devoted an entire 1992 issue to Tsoi (figure 4), providing
details about his background, such as the Chinese character for his sur-
name (Choe, in English typically rendered as Choi) and his ancestral home-
land on the Korean peninsula.®® It also published for the first time a family
photo from the sixtieth birthday of Tsoi’s ex-NKVD grandfather in Kyzyl-Orda,
Kazakhstan (figure 5, an awkwardly adolescent Viktor stands in the third row,
second from left); and republished individual reminiscences, including one
by Nugmanov claiming that, as a Kazakh, he understood Tsoi through their
shared Asian blood and that, in Tsoi’s final years, “a new side of his nature,
his blood” was opening, prompted by a 1990 visit to Japan.®” Whether or
not Tsoi indeed felt this way, such essentialist readings marked a turn from
deterritorialization in ways evocative of one of the more rigid components of
Soviet nationalities policy: the official enshrinement of national heroes and
forebears.®® Interestingly, however, such readings were not limited to the for-
mer Soviet Union: in South Korea, Tsoi first became popular among student
activists in the early 1990s, both as an anti-authority figure and a beacon of
socialism.®® Among them was the prominent musician Yoon Do-hyun, who in
1999 released an album entitled “Korean Rock Recalling” (Han’guk rock tashi
purtigi), a search for the roots of Korean rock. Along with remakes of South
Korean classics, Yoon included his Korean-language version of “Blood Type,”
which he implicitly reinscribed as being about Korean blood. Concluding with
a cry for freedom and peace, Yoon’s version is a melodramatic rendering of
the original, for example, translating the refrain “Wish me luck in the fight,

65. I draw here from Deleuze and Guattari’s account of territory and territorialization
as separating members of the same animal species and bringing about “a reorganization
of functions and a regrouping of forces”; territory as bound to organization, specialization,
and hierarchy, and thus seemingly antithetical to the processes of de/re-territorialization,
see Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 320. However, they go on to describe
how territorialization yields expressive aesthetic qualities (found, for example, in bird
and human music) that open pathways to new assemblages: “For in many cases, a
territorialized, assembled function acquires enough independence to constitute a new
assemblage, one that is more or less deterritorialized, en route to deterritorialization,”
Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 324. See also 33 and 314-25 in the same work.

66. “Zhizn’ polna sluchainostei,” Koryo Saram 4 (1992): 20-21.

67. Genrietta Kan, “Rashid Nugmanov: ‘Bog vodil ego rukoi’,” Koryo Saram 4 (1992): 23.
Tsoi, Zvezda po imeni Solntse, Nugmanov, “Vospominaniia,” 173-74. Nugmanov doubled
down on Tsoi’s Asian turn in his 2010 Needle Remix, a re-edit of the original film that
combined unused footage, new scenes performed by the aging surviving actors, and color
illustrations to remove all traces of ambiguity from the 1988 Needle. The new conclusion
has Moro surviving the knife wound and then telephoning not Dina but his Korean family
in Alma-Ata—the father played by Tsoi’s actual father in a brief cameo appearance—to tell
them he is coming. Throughout the film, his Korean family is his primary concern.

68. To be fair, most of the 1992 journal is a straightforward, loving tribute to Tsoi and
his work, with only a couple of pages mentioning his Korean background. 50,000 copies
were published, suggesting that it was intended for wide distribution.

69. Mun Young Cho, interview, Stanford University, May 4, 2006.
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Figure 4. Koryo Saram journal cover (1992)

wish me that I won’t get stuck in this ground” as, “At the fight protect my
soul, here on the cold land I will bury my blood.” Thus, in place of mobil-
ity, Yoon’s version emphasizes rootedness: blood-soaked territory in place of
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Figure 5. Tsoi family photo, from Koryo Saram (1992)

deterritorialization. All of this speaks to the paradoxical rise, in both the for-
mer socialist world and beyond, of ethno-nationalism amid the 1990s triumph
of neoliberal globalization.”®

In more recent years, the territorialization of Tsoi has taken the form of the
Russian state monumentalizing him through statues, squares, and other such
tributes.”! More unnerving, though, are instances of deterritorialized nation-
ality gone awry: the playful unsettling of racial and national boundaries
being pressed into the service of militant nationalism. For instance, uncan-
nily echoing Drozdova’s reading of Tsoi as westward invader, at a June 2022
St. Petersburg exhibit celebrating Tsoi’s sixtieth birthday, the artist Aleksei
Sergienko unveiled a portrait of an armed Tsoi in military uniform, a tri-color

70. Slavoj ZiZek explains this paradox by suggesting that, in Eastern Europe of the
1990s, ethno-nationalism’s promise of “capitalism cum Gemeinschaft” served as “a kind of
‘shock-absorber’ against the sudden exposure to the capitalist openness and imbalance.”
For ZiZek, such shock-absorbers concealed the fact that ruling elites tended to retain
power amid the transition, thus helping to foreclose late socialism’s sense of possibility
and open-endedness; the sense that something other than neoliberal capitalism could
have taken root. Slavoj ZiZek, Tarrying with the Negative: Kant, Hegel, and the Critique of
Ideology (Durham, 1993), 232. More recently, Raymond Patton’s pioneering study of punk
across the Iron Curtain argues that in both east and west, the divisiveness of punk—its
adherents defined as culturally progressive, its opponents as culturally conservative—
helped to fuel “an emergent sociopolitical realignment away from a Cold War based on
class and ideology and toward a new world order framed in terms of culture and identity,”
Raymond Patton, Punk Crisis: The Global Punk Rock Revolution (New York, 2018), 8.

71. For example, as part of Tsoi’s sixtieth jubilee in 2022, St. Petersburg officials pro-
jected his image on buildings around the city, and parliamentarians from the United Russia
Party brought guitars to the new Tsoi monument and square, opened in 2020, to sing “Pack
of Cigarettes,” see Nata Nikiforova, “‘Esli est” v karmane pachka cigaret”: Peterburgskie
deputaty sygrali na gitare pesni Tsoia v den’ ego 60-letiia,” Nevskie novosti, June 21, 2022,
at https://nevnov.ru/23499048-_esli_est_v_karmane_pachka_sigaret_peterburgskie_
deputati_sigrali_na_gitare_pesni_tsoya_v_den_ego_60_letiya (accessed May 23, 2023).

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2023.98 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://nevnov.ru/23499048-_esli_est_v_karmane_pachka_sigaret_peterburgskie_deputati_sigrali_na_gitare_pesni_tsoya_v_den_ego_60_letiya﻿
https://nevnov.ru/23499048-_esli_est_v_karmane_pachka_sigaret_peterburgskie_deputati_sigrali_na_gitare_pesni_tsoya_v_den_ego_60_letiya﻿
https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2023.98

182 Slavic Review

“Z” emblazoned on his sleeve. Staring out against a backdrop of presumably
Ukrainian urban ruins, his impassive face is conspicuously pale, as though
to de-accentuate his Asianness. Here we see the racial fluidity and decontex-
tualized overidentification with official policies that I have associated with
deterritorialized nationality, but in this case unambiguously aligned with
state interests, as the artist made clear in interviews.’”? Co-opted deterritori-
alization has also figured prominently in state-sponsored social media mis-
information: for instance, the now-familiar phenomenon of Russian internet
trolling, in which individual posters identify with multiple, conflicting politi-
cal positions in order to heighten confusion and cynicism.”? Journalists have
covered how, during the 2016 US election cycle, the St. Petersburg troll fac-
tory known as the Internet Research Agency created popular social media
accounts such as “Blacktivist” and “Stop All Invaders,” performing the roles
of both Black Lives Matters activists and white nationalists.” For the Russian
trolls, all the direct or indirect products of late socialism, the constative
dimension of American racial discourse—which, in its crudest, most reduc-
tive form, casts one simply as either racist or anti-racist—was irrelevant. What
mattered was the trolls’ ability to repeat the rituals and forms of American dis-
cussions on race, for instance the clash of slogans like “What kind of protest
has ever been acceptable?” and “Sharia law should not even be debatable,”
as well as images of violent confrontations between police and demonstra-
tors. The trolls’ performance particularly of African American roles echoed
the instances of minority stiob found in Assa. Again we find decontextualized
overidentification with Blackness, but now harnessed for geopolitical ends—
an attempt to undermine the US by ironically performing the roles established
by American racial discourse.” Deterritorialization here works to negate this

72. Responding to the fact that Tsoi avoided military service in Afghanistan,
Sergienko retorted, “Now he would definitely be on the side of good and fight for justice
and truth, like our decent fellow citizens do.” Valentina Rodionova, “V Sankt-peterburge
prezentovali portret Viktora Tsoia s Z-nashivkoi,” Ridus.ru, June 22, 2022, at https://www.
ridus.ru/news/383413 (accessed May 23, 2023).

73. Ania Aizman, “Stiob and the State,” NYU Jordan Center for the Advanced Study of
Russian, February 6, 2019, at https://jordanrussiacenter.org/news/anna-aizman-on-stiob-
feb-5/#.X613CIB7nTd (accessed My 23, 2023). See also Alexei Yurchak, “Fake, Unreal, and
Absurd,” in Jacob Copeman and Giovanni da Col, eds. Fake: Anthropological Keywords
(Chicago, 2018), 98.

74. For the best journalistic account of the 2016 interference, see RosBiznesKonsalting,
“Rassledovanie RBK: Kak ‘fabrika trollei’ porabotala na vyborakh v SShA,” October 17,
2017, at https://www.rbc.ru/magazine/2017/11/59e0c17d9a79470e05a9e6c1 (accessed May
23, 2023). Drawing from the agency’s internal documents, the article finds that workers
posted “from at least 40 groups: about half of the budget went to publications touching
on racial questions, a bit less to those with a political bent.” For an overview of Russia’s
long-complicated relation to whiteness as well as post-Soviet efforts (including online)
to distance Russia from Blackness, see Christy Monet, “The Afterlife of Soviet Russia’s
‘Refusal to be White’: A Du Boisian Lens on Post-Soviet Russian-US Relations,” Slavic
Review 80, no. 2 (Summer 2021): 316-26.

75. Yurchak and Dominic Boyer have shown how the western emergence of
deterritorialization and stiob predates Russian trolling, as evidenced by such television
shows at The Daily Show and the old Colbert Report—instances of “American stiob” that
target an authoritative discourse grown rigid and vulnerable in the US, and in this way
comparable to its late-Soviet counterpart. Yurchak and Boyer, “American Stiob,” 204-11.
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discourse in ways that reinforce the very kinds of binaries (east versus west,
race versus race) once so seamlessly confounded by the last Soviet generation.
In contrast to such examples of stiob gone cynically awry, the Tsoi of late
socialism shows how deterritorialization can breathe new life into authorita-
tive discourses by revealing within them unanticipated meanings and positive
values—for instance, the hybrid and syncretic minority representations, reso-
nant with western critical race theory, that were possible during perestroika.
Deterritorialization also reveals the radical, unrealized internationalisms sur-
rounding Tsoi prior to his death—the (compromised) Third Worldism of Assa,
the Imaginary East and West of Needle, as well as the postpunk collaborations
that never came to be—all of which offer Soviet-inflected counterpoints to actu-
ally existing globalization and its attendant ethno-nationalisms. Against the
cold wars and culture wars that are currently ascendant, a grasp of deterrito-
rialized nationality in its positive forms keeps alive the utopian, cross-racial
possibilities of that time—a key component of Tsoi’s enduring allure.
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