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Dissident artists in a Trans-Cultural Context

Elena Korowin, PhD 

Dis-si-dent (lat. dissidere “to be in contradicition”, “to not agree”): The word dissident was used since the 16th century in a religious context: 

Protestants were called dissenters, so turning away from Catholicism was the first dissident movement. The term dissident broadly spread begin-

ning in the the 1940s with the rise of  totalitarian systems, and today it defines a person who is challenging an established doctrine or policy.1  

PAST

In the era of  the Cold War the West, and especially Germany, showed a remarkable interest in the so-called dissident artists from the Soviet 

Bloc.2 Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Boris Pasternak and Andrei Sakharov successfully entered the German cultural canon of  the 20th century. This 

fact became obvious to me and drew my interest during the research for my PhD project The Russian-Boom. Soviet art Exhibitions as means for cultural 

diplomacy in West Germany 1970-1990. Soviet dissidents had an important task in the German reception of  the Soviet system. Their voices were the 

voices of  freedom and the voices of  modern (western) thinking, that’s why for their “being different” they were tracked and ostracized in their 

homeland. In West Germany they were testimonials to the liberal values in Eastern Europe. During the Cold War different names were given 

for maladjusted artists and writers: dissidents, non-conformists, underground artists. Their work was described as “the Other Art” or “Inner 

Migration” for example.

Although “dissident” is a common term and it became part of  our cultural sphere, research on dissidents does not exist yet. You can find a fun-

damental work about the meaning of  “dissent” in Vaclav Havel’s The Power of  the Powerless (1985) and in Moscow the NGO Memorial is working 

to reconstruct the lives of  Soviet dissidents. Beginning here I would like to find a way of  understanding the phenomenon of  a dissident artist in 

a trans-cultural position. 

My first question is: What kind of  political, social, cultural or historical schema is the reason for the interest in dissent cultural activity? I am sure 

that the roots developed after the European enlightment in the 18th century, when the first educational institutes were built in Europe. This 

paper will focus on Germany and Russia, so a first disparity to emphasize is that in Russia enlightment, the way the Enlightenment happened 

in Europe, never happened in Russia. In Germany, however, the so called Bildungsbürger was born, this term can be translated as “educated 

bourgeois” or today as “educated middle class.” This stratum had a remarkable influence on the virtues of  the whole nation and on the cultural 

1. https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dissident (accessed July 13, 2016).
2. Why Germany played such an important role in the cultural diplomacy during the Cold War: Frances Stonor Saunders, Who Paid the Piper?, (New York, Granta Books 1999).
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The political background was as follows: On 24th September 2011 

Vladimir Putin declared that he is aspiring to a third mandate as 

Russian president, and in 2012 protests were held in Moscow. 

Thousands of  people were on the streets to show their opposition 

to Putin´s state. In 2012, after the video of  the “Punk Prayer” in 

the Cathedral of  Christ the Saviour in Moscow was spread on the 

internet and the members of  Pussy Riot were arrested, nearly 85% 

of  the world media were reporting on that case. Everyone in the 

West seemed to be interested in the case of  the three women, even 

Paul McCartney, Madonna, Yoko Ono and other celebrities showed 

their solidarity with the arrested musicians in the media. We see fa-

mous representatives of  the civilized world reacting to the Russian 

case in the same way they would have reacted during the Cold War. 

It is the need for heroes and engaged artists, which is hard to satisfy 

in the well-settled democratic European art market. Generally, this 

interest is ethical and creditable, but in the same way as in the era of  

the Cold War, a unilaterality of  perception can be noticed here, too. 

As soon as the members of  Pussy Riot were discharged, they were 

more and more forgotten, not to mention all the other artists and 

dissidents still remaining in Russia’s prisons, who did not become 

stars of  the internet age. The news ticker in the world of  intercom-

munication is working so fast that dissidents and their struggle soon 

disappear in the oblivion of  the internet era. Scandals come and 

go and you can feed yourself  the whole day with tremendous news 

from all over the world, sitting in your cosy office. 

ZADEZHDA TOLOKONNIKOVA AS A PROTOTYPE

But of  course, the story about Pussy Riot does not end here. There 

are some significant facts to mention: Nadezhda Tolokonnikova 

became internationally famous after the Punk Prayer. Obviously she 

provides a perfect image of  an activist for the media. Her photo 

with a raised fist (a classical gesture for representatives of  the left 

movement) and a blue “No pasarán!” shirt is a perfect marketing 

tool. With this image, Tolokonnikova suddenly entered into the 

line of  ancestors of  female revolutionists like Dolores Ibárruri, 

and simultaneously gained a cult-like appearance like Che Guevara; 

looking so damn good in a Russian prison, like Beyoncé on the 

beach. This is the goal of  the globalized internet age. What works 

here is the image and this image is perfect. What hides behind the 
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canon, which in fact ended up being very stiff  and conservative. 

Today, the term Bildungsbürger has a pejorative connotation be-

cause of  unilateral education ideals. In the post-war society in West 

Germany this stratum had to reinvent the values of  the pre-Nazi 

age, the humanistic ideas, so for their own self-understanding it was 

important to be interested in dissident cultural developments in 

the Soviet Union. Compared to the official art from the Socialis-

tic countries, the nonconformist artists seemed to produce “real 

art,” not artificial zombie products of  the big Soviet propaganda 

machine. Of  course, the memory of  the official state art of  Hitler’s 

Reich was still memorized and was another factor for the interest in 

the cultural nonconformism and dissent. The other factor is, that 

often the interest grew in a time of  political change, for example at 

the beginning of  Perestroika. In this time artists were recognized as 

representatives of  the New Thinking or new aesthetics in the rigid 

cultural system of  the Soviet Union.3  Characteristic of  all of  these  

artists is that their aesthetic language was apparently easy to under-

stand from the Western perspective. For example, the artists of  the 

Moscow Romantic Conceptualism (Grisha Bruskin, Ilya Kabakov, 

Komar and Melamid et.al.) united in their works typical Soviet visu-

al signs and Western conceptual ideas. Further we see that after the 

fall of  the iron curtain, the interest in these artists drops.4 They are 

not dissident anymore, the context of  their works has disappeared. 

Their work entered  the canon of  art history in relation to a specific 

era in history and didn’t connect universally for all times and places. 

TODAY

Artists in the 1970s-80s were distributing their works using photo-

graphs and by hosting forbidden apartment exhibitions. Nowadays, 

a dissident artist has much more possibilities to get attention; digital 

technologies and the main instrument of  artistic globalization, the 

World Wide Web, make it possible. Today’s Internetbürger are using 

online platforms to explore dissident artists in a similar way as the 

Bildungsbürger back in the days. If  we take a look at the Russian 

case again, we see how fast and easy attention for dissident artists 

can be raised. 

3. Korowin, Der Russen-Boom. Sowjetische Ausstellungen als Mittel der Diplomatie 
1970-1990, (Cologne: Böhlau 2015).
4. Korowin, Der Russen-Boom.
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image: information which we can´t see in the image. Pussy Riot 

was thought to be an anonymous feminist punk band, therefore 

the members were wearing colourful masks to hide their faces. 

There should be no cult of  a person or a representative of  this 

activist movement. Tolokonnikova became the face (and the body) 

of  Pussy Riot and she is playing with this position and role. After 

Tolokonnikova and Maria Aliochina were liberated through an 

amnesty, they planned a protest performance in Sochi during the 

Olympic Games, they were singing together with Madonna and 

played themselves in the Netflix series House of  Cards. They 

founded the NGO Zona Prava (Zone of  the Right) in 2014 to 

support the rights of  prisoners in Russia. What is obvious is that 

Tolokonnikova is still very active, especially in Germany. She just 

released her book Instructions for a Revolution, published by Hanser 

Publishing Company Berlin in 2016. The revolution was supposed 

to happen in Russia, but the book is published in Germany. The 

author claims that if  she were to publish it in Russia, she would 

have to use another term instead of  “revolution” because it has a 

very negative connotation in Russia. Obviously Germans have a 

positive connotation of  this term and they are also very interested 

in the author, who has not been a member of  Pussy Riot for years 

now, but is still received as a part of  this feministic movement. 

Tolokonnikova’s book is a manifesto. A manifesto to herself  and 

the internet era. The texts are very short and triggering – sex, 

aggression, violence and short slogans. The author serves the 

Western image and reputation of  Vladimir Putin, his policy and 

Russia as a dangerous state, when she writes, “What is forcing us 

to act? The fact that the main political institutions of  our country 

are security forces, army, police, secret services and prisons. And a 

crazy would-be superhero, who rides half-naked on horseback and 

is afraid of  nothing and nobody, except homosexuals. A man who 

is so generous that he gave half  the country as a present to his 

closest friends – the oligarchs.” 5

With this passage the divide between Germany and Russia 

becomes deeper, the Bildungsbürger is approved in his opinion on 

Russia and the long expected revolution is not coming and it will 

not come in the future. The majority of  Russian society seems 

to have had enough of  revolutions, especially if  they are planned 

5. Nadja Tolokonnikova, Anleitung für eine Revolution (Berlin: Hanser 2016), 11. [this 
and following translations: E.K.].

from the outside. It is obvious that the way German media reported 

on Pussy Riot does not differ from the way they reported about 

dissidents 40 years ago. The boundaries in their heads are still very 

viral and a dissident artist is needed since his/her reputation serves 

to strengthen these boundaries. 

In this paper it is not my task to question, analyse or judge the 

practise of  dissident artists. I am questioning the way the interest in 

these artists evolves, the way they are abstracted from their cultural 

background and transformed in a hybrid between two cultures; 

how dissident artists are used to prove one’s own political correct-

ness and the cruelness of  the political system that the dissident is 

fighting against. But what if  nobody in the homeland of  the so-

called dissident wants to listen to their voices? It is much too easy 

to blame all on propaganda or on fear of  confrontation. Why are 

Russians not interested in Tolokonnikova anymore? 

A DISSIDENT ARTIST IN THE DIGITAL AGE

So, although it’s possible for artists to touch a globalized audience 

and generate faster reactions to outrageous events happening in 

autocratic states, it’s also easier to lose track of  the overview of  that 

cause. Globalization supposedly assures us transparency, the ability 

to look behind every curtain, but this is an illusion, a concept that 

seems fleeting in the impatient internet age. In the era of  the Cold 

War, media coverage of  dissent personalities included newspapers 

and television, the information was prepared for the audience/read-

er and was distributed by media companies. Today, the user of  the 

internet has the possibility to build his/her own news ticker, which 

goes far beyond zapping and buying different kinds of  newspapers 

and magazines. The freedom to choose, transparency and social 

media give the feeling of  endless possibilities. But we are still deal-

ing with filters, although we often are not aware of  it anymore. The 

information on the internet is as filtered as it was in newspapers and 

on television, but it has a different look and taste. Digital com-

munication has gained such pace that it becomes more and more 

superficial. A proof  for that is Tolokonnikova’s book. The meaning 

of  what she is demanding and standing for changes in the way of  

her representation. Here is a small sample of  her slogans: “Russians 
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by birth. Rebels by choice,”6 “Don’t run away. Fall in love,”7 “Don’t 

read news, make them”8 or “Live, so that your life can become a 

film plot.”9 The last one gives the hint of  what this is all about. The 

book feels like a compendium of  status updates from Facebook 

or hashtagged phrases from Instagram or Twitter, but not like an 

instruction for a revolution, which should be taken seriously, nor 

like a proposal for solution against totalitarism, oligarchy, domes-

tic violence and all other problems of  Russian society, which she 

addresses in her book. 

I am aware of  the fact that in this paper, I have raised much more 

questions than I have answered. This is just a beginning of  a bigger 

research project. It seems to me that back in the Cold War era, 

dissidents were instrumentalized by the West to promote a Western 

policy against Soviet Union. Today, dissidents promote themselves 

and therefore it often becomes a superficial and pop cultural game, 

which is not taken seriously at all. Or do you think that it is possible 

to compare Nadezhda Tolokonnikova with Alexander Solzhenitsyn?

6. Tolokonnikova, Anleitung für eine Revolution, 8.
7. Tolokonnikova, Anleitung für eine Revolution, 9.
8. Tolokonnikova, Anleitung für eine Revolution, 20.
9. Tolokonnikova, Anleitung für eine Revolution, 22.
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