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In his article “Self-Design and Aesthetic Responsibility,” Boris Groys states that participation in politics turns contemporary artists into artifacts, or media projects of self-representation and image control. He further shows that some of these artists purposely present their work as populist or as if lacking in authorship (i.e., “commit suicide”) in order to include the audience in the work and thus preempt the possibility of negative judgment. Artistic sincerity may backfire as false, while catastrophes puncture through the simulacra, allowing the public a glimpse of the “real.” On the other hand, totalitarian art mixes the transcendence of the avant-garde with mimetic “objectivity” of mass media in order to neutralize the viewer’s aesthetic independence (Groys, “The Will to Totality”).  

In this presentation I will discuss the artist’s (poet, or songwriter’s) body as currency in the symbolic exchange in the public space of Soviet culture. I will consider such issues as the value of the title of the poet that is revealed under the circumstances when it is being taken away (e.g., at Joseph Brodsky’s trial one of the “witnesses” calls him “not a poet, but a human who is writing little poems); the juxtaposition between “lazy” and “sacrificial” bodies of Brodsky and Victor Jara; and the concealed bodies of work that hide under pseudonyms (e.g., Terz and Arzhak). The official discourse, as a part of the totalitarian art project, delegates the sacrificial feature to the artist with the purpose of image control while manipulating the catastrophe and simulating the lack of authorship, transcendence, and mimetic objectivity.
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