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‘» Chapter Eight

; | “A Room-Sized Ocean”

] Apartments in the Practice and Mythology of
' Leningrad’s Rock Music

P ' Polly McMichael

In August 1972, an article in a journal aimed at Party workers involved in '
clubs and the organization of amateur creative activities [fhudozhestvennaia
. samodeiatel 'nost’] described a scene commonly encountered in the Soviet
city:

e

The dimly-lit entrarice to an apartment building [pod "ezd]. A group of long-
haired young men. A guitar [...] The guitar is in fashion now. It is probably the
) most popular instrument among young people. Shops are unable to meet the
b growing demand for this product. But the boys buy them from semewhere, and
' sometimes even make electric guitars themselves. . . . Qur courtyards and
entrances are filled with music, both good and bad. . . . And, in response to the
. spread of this “seven-stringed wave,” complaints have started to trickle into
various institutions: “Help, there are guitarists in the entrance!”!

Ta= s e ar g

During the Brezhnev era, boys strumming guitars were emblematic of a
wider sense of unease about young people, their leisure activities, and the use !
of cities’ public spaces and their leve! of engagement with Soviet values. !
From the late 1960s onwards, the vogue for listening to and, increasingly,
playing electric and acoustic guitar music, known in Russian at the time as
“beat music” [bir-muzykal, became subject ¢ incorporation into the culture
of “developed socialism.” The young people described in the article are the
focus of a typical initiative, attempting to catalyze enthusiasm for guitar
music for “educational [vospitatel 'nye] purposes,” organized in Murmansk
by the local House of Amateur Creativity [Dom khudozhestvennoi samodeia-
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tel'nosti] and the Komsomol. They had been taken under the wing of a
professional musician and teacher and given opportunities to perform in front
of audiences in student dormitories and schools, leading up to a series of
competitions, with prizes awarded for the best performances of well-known
songs by professional composers.? Initiatives such as this one in the orga-
nized amateur sphere mirrored the professionalization of beat music, which
began in 1966 with the foundation of the first officially sponsored electric
guitar groups. Both amateur and professional manifestations of the guitar
group performed under the designation “vocal-instrumental ensemble” [vok-
al'no-instrumental 'nyi ansambl’], usually abbreviated to “VIA.”> To many
this transition into the officially sponsored sphere, whether as a professional
or as an amateur, marked a movement away from the music’s true meaning
and informal origins. In his study based on interviews with musicians in
Leningrad/St. Petersburg at the turn of the 1980s to 1990s, Thomas Cushman
discovered that accepting the status of VIA acted as a late Soviet retelling of
the well-worn narrative of rock musicians “selling out.” In keeping with his
theorization of the rock scene in Leningrad as a counterculture, and influ-
enced by his interviewees’ own ideological conceptualization of the music
they played, Cushman emphasized the values of personal and collective hon-
esty and musical authenticity that reigned among those who rejected being
incorporated into professional or officially amateur structures and continued
playing their music in locations as far away as possible from the eyes of the
Komsomol.4 .

The idea of an authentic musical culture that was located in the spaces in
the Soviet Union that state-backed institutions could not reach is a potent one
in the mythology of the development of rock music. Rock musicians’ entry
into the wider public consciousness of the Soviet Union during Glasnost was
as outspoken and politically engaged public figures who were also, signifi-
cantly, the authors of their songs, unlike the musicians for hire in VIAs who
played songs by Soviet composers. The musicians who gained the attention
of the mass media under Gorbachev had all begun their musical careers as
boys with nowhere to rehearse, nowhere to perform, and certainty nowhere to
record. Playing guitars with friends in the courtyard or around the pod "ezd of
an apartment block, continuing this interest within schoo! friendship groups
and through a university education, and eventually devoting all energies to
music while making a living in a dead-end job is a shared feature of their
biographical narratives, which are lived out against the backdrop of irrever-
sible changes taking place in the society and politics of the Soviet Union.

In 1990 Andrei Voznesenskii’s adaptation of Lenin’s “electrification”
motto imagined the spread of electric guitars as a portent for the Soviet
Union:
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Before our very eyes rock music [rok] has performed the electric-guitarization
[elektrogitarizatsiia) of the whole country. Through electric guitars the pro-
cess of consciousness has been plugged into the world’s energy system. The
guitars of the Arbat, St. Petersburg, and Magadan are all being powered by the
same voltage. All this happened “over the barriers,” in spite of the authorities,
the borders, and the custom-houses.’

Voznesenskii’s allusive hymn to the electric guitar buzzes with electricity
and amplified noise. Yet as this chapter will demonstrate, a defining feature
of many of the best known exemplars of Soviet rock music culture was, in
fact, their potential to be performed without amplification, in the absence of
the full array of instruments associated with the music of the West that had
originally inspired it. Soviet rock musicians held the roots of the music that
had inspired them in veneration, but they also had to make do with the
instruments, technical equipment, and venues that were available to them. So
while the electric guitar was the ultimate object of desire, much of the rock
music that was created during this era was dominated by acoustic sounds.
These were the strains of rock music that coexisted with the rhythms of the
Soviet city, that were heard in schools, universities, and workplaces, in court-
yards and apartment building entrances [pod “ezdy], and in people’s homes.
At the heart of Soviet rock music’s mythology as it developed during the
1970s and 1980s was a preoccupation with domestic space--namely, the
apartment—as the location of the life that gave rise to the music itself, Soviet
rock musicians were regarded by their fans as faithful to contemporary life.
In the context of this reading of the meaning of Soviet rock music, the
apartment can be identified as among the places evoked in songs from this
period that serve as a microcosm for society as a whole or speak of the ways
in which rock musicians and fans negotiated life in the Soviet city.® But the
apartment also served as a location for many of rock music’s key events and
was the source of important strands of its nonverbal meaning. The idea that
living space constituted a special realm and created particular types of mean-
ings in the Soviet context is not, of course, unique to the world of rock music.
Private and public space, described sometimes as discrete categories but,
increasingly, as being dependent on one another, are at the heart of scholarly
accounts of a diverse range of social and cultural phenomena in the postwar
period.” An appreciation of the complexity of a world in which acts and
discourses striving to be “public” were located in “private” spaces and pri-
vate behaviors took place in “public” spaces is central to Juliane Fiirst’s
reading of the groups of friends united by shared interests [kompanii] of the
1950s and 1960s; ultimately, she argues, “kompanii became spaces emulat-
ing an idealized form of public life” which led them into “direct competition
with official structures of public life.”® Rachel Platonov’s study of the guitar
poetry that also emerged in this era also explores the interrelation between

-




186 © Polly MeMichael

private, semiprivate, and public realms in its examination of the production
of intimacy in performances; here, too, the trajectory suggested is from pri-
vate to public, as performers who began in small, closely knit circles attained
wider fame.9 Platonov draws on Alexei Yurchak’s discussion of the con-
struction of svoi [us/ours], a performance of identity that brought together the
adherents of various nonofficial forms of life in the Soviet Union. !¢ Accord-
ing to Yurchak, those who felt themselves to be among svoi contributed to
the “deterritorialization of Soviet life from within” as they took part in forms
of cultural and social life that reproduced in the rituals and speech patterns of
Soviet official life, while sidestepping the meanings that had once imbued
those rituals. Yurchak thus argues that late Soviet non-official culture, rather
than existing in opposition to official structures, existed *“‘vmye”—within
them, but in an eternal, apolitical elsewhere. !
Like earlier generations’ revered guitar poets, author-performers of rock
music in the 1970s and 1980s often had to resort to making performance
venues in their homes. Central to this chapter is a discussion of the practical-
ities and the cultural and aesthetic significance of the so-called “apartment
concert” (known in Russian as kvartirnyi kontsert, domashnii kontsert, occa-
sionally flefovik, and most often as kvartirnik), a form of existence for rock
music culture from its very beginnings. Appearances at kvartirniki were
among the features of Soviet rock music that ensured that, at least ostensibly,
its performers remained not just authentic representatives of community, but
svoi. In other words, they seemed accessible and present to their fans in a
way that their counterparts in the West did not. In order to examine the
creative and cultural implications of the kvartirnik, however, it is necessary
to outline how this form of performance became such a prominent and in-
fluential feature of the rock music scene, and the wider context in which
these concerts must be placed. This involves leaving the apartment, stepping
out through the pod"ezd and beyond the courtyard into the larger space of the
city, in order to visit some of the other locations in which rock musicians
encountered their audiences. The city is Leningrad, with a few vital excur-
sions to Moscow; the starting point is the Leningrad rock scene as it looked
in the 1970s, from the point of view of those involved in nonofficial music-

making.
ROCK MUSIC’S ALTERNATIVE MAP OF THE SOVIET CITY

Understanding the development of rock music in the Soviet Union means
appreciating the ways in which the life of the Soviet city shaped the behavior
of the generations of young (mainly) men who founded rock groups in the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. The place of the cityscape in the mythology of
Soviet rock music seems assured, whether through the cult status of various
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real locations that served as a backdrop to the music’s creation, or through a
proﬁfsion of song lyrics that evoke an urban image of Soviet daily life fbyt]
that is al! asphait and public transport, drinking, and dead-end Jjobs. Rock
{nus:c’s_rise as a form of culture was undoubtedly dependent on the forms of
mtgracnon that characterized musicians’ and fans’ everyday lives largely
taking place beyond the reach of state institutions and engendering’ its own
values in a process of community formation.

Thf: reading of Soviet rock music privileged by the large number of
memoirs and histories published since the late 1980s is one in which the
conventional division between performers and their audiences has been
blu.rred. Memoirists, whether themselves musicians or mere hangers-on, de-
scribe the rock scene as governed by the rules of the tusovka. This wor:i——a
slaimg term—had a number of overlapping meanings: meeting, party, or gath-
ering; a crowd or company of people; a hang-out.!? It was used by young
peo;?le to refer to informal communities, the places they frequented, and the
pastimes they shared, and it became particularly associated with the non-
official music and art scenes of 1970s and 1980s Moscow and Leningrad.13

'In Leningrad the cultish hangouts associated with these crowds were
typified by a café on the corner of Nevskii Prospekt and Vladimirskii Ave-
nue, famous since the 1960s for its small, strong coffees and its bohemnian
clientele, and unofficially dubbed “Saigon.”™ The nickname, inspired by
reports from the Vietnam War, according to Yurchak “[lost] its negative
connotations while preserving a recognizable reference to an exotic and
decadent ‘Western’ locale.” ! Yurchak places the legendary setting of Saigon

and the fluid manifestations of the fusovka as among “new meanings, life- -

styles, communities, and pursuits, all within the discursive field of the state
but without being fully determined and controlled by it.”16 In the accounts of
Fhe rock_ scene of the 1970s, the tusovka appears as a kind of creative melt-
ing-pot in which all manner of different kinds of people, with different rela-
t:on‘ships to the music itself and different levels of engagement in it as form
of lifestyle, interacted with one another, collectively producing rock’s texts
and myths.

“MUSIC BROUGHT TO LIFE”: AKVARIUM IN THE TUSOVKA

R(?ck music culture evolved within the practices of informal life and friend-
sh:;_) between adherents who were connected by their shared passions (which
t).zpically began with collecting foreign records and information about mu-
sic), as well as simply by virtue of living on the same streets and attending
the same schools and institutions of higher education. In the summer of 1972
Boris Grebenshchikov and Anatolii Gunitskii, childhood friends, who ha(i
once played at being Alexandre Dumas’s musketeers in the courtyard of 22
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Altaiskii Street, founded a group they decided to name Aquarium [Akvar-
ium]. As it gained fame on the Leningrad scene, the group, which shifted in
lineup [sostav] during early incarnations, came to symbolize values of friend-
ship and communality that became associated with Soviet rock music as a
whole. The group, and especially its leader Grebenshchikov, were influential
in Leningrad rock circles even before they became widely known to Soviet
rock fans through the circulation of magnitizdat recordings.!” Members of
Akvarium were part of a scene in which groups intermingled across events
that combined performance and celebration, such as regular “Beatles’ Birth-
days” concerts. Akvarium influenced and supported such figures as the sing-
er-songwriter Mikhail (Maik) Naumenko, who fronted his own group, Zoo
[Zoopark], from 1981, as well as Viktor Tsoi and Aleksei Rybin, younger
musicians who, also in 1981, formed the group that became Kino [meaning
Film or Cinema].

In this fluid, closely interlinked scene of different rock groups, dkvarium
constituted a particular version of what a rock group could be. The group
became known for embodying the communal, creative possibilities associat-
ed with the notion of the fusovka, which implied familiarity and frequent
interaction between performers and audiences. In the group’s self-mytholo-
gy, lifestyle and creativity were inextricably intetlinked. Through the 1970s
and much of the 1980s, their apartments and hangouts were referenced in
lyrics and interviews, forming part of the legend that surrounded the group. '8
These allowed the group’s fans to feel that they were always close to the
musicians themselves. The group’s very concept had something of the space
of a home about it: in 1990 an interviewer suggested that its name was
evocative of “an ecological niche. A room-sized ocean [komnatnyi okean].
Akvarium—as a way of life.”1? It is certainly possible to read into the name
suggestions of rock music’s status in Soviet society: an aquarium is, after all,
a space contained within the surrounding environment, yet separated from it
by glass; metaphorically, it is a location in which one might be observed, but
from which one can also observe.?® The “way of life” reference the question-
er makes had a substantial history by 1990, when the interviewer’s mention
of it clearly made Grebenshchikov bristle. In fact, it was probably a phrase he
had first thought up himself: a 1980 letter from Grebenshchikov to the rock
journalist Artemy Troitsky describing the history and credo of Akvarium
must be considered one of its earliest articulations: “[T]he ancient wisdom
says that Akvarium is not a musical group but a lifestyle.” “As history shows
us,” he continued, “people join ‘by accident’ and stay. [...] The musicians are
bound not by musical ties but by ties of friendship, and so no one ever tries to
play better than anyone else, and rehearsals usually spill over into the drink-
ing of tea, beer, portvein [“port wine™: fortified wine, usually widely avail-
able and cheap], vodka, cognac, etc.”?! The impression this letter creates is
one of music-making as a central part of the lifestyle of this group of friends.

ke e st annt?
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Grebenshchikov echoed this statement many years later with a less idealized
view of the effect of friendship-driven, shambolic creativity: “It goes without
saying that any rehearsal quickly spilled over into the drinking of tea and
creative discussions about everything on earth; if anyone did manage to
remember the harmony to the songs he didn’t spread it around; as a result the
group was always quite under-rehearsed but friendly [ne ochen’ sygrana, no
druzhnal.”?? The phrase later appeared in a celebrated “biography” of Akvar-
ium written in 1986, in which the author attempted to capture what it had
been like to be around the group a decade earlier:

The well-worn phrase “such-and-such a group [ansambl’] is not just a group,
but a way of life” is most apt to describe what Adkvarium represented in the
1970s. This was a community, a team [soobshchestvo, komanda), call it what
you will, of young men and girls who spent almost all their time together,
moving from apartment to apartment. That was what you might call “diluted
Akvarium® [Akvarium—rastvorennyi]. Between ten and forty people, united by
their shared passions—in short an open way of life for anyone who wanted it as
long as they suited him and he fitted in with them. You could call it a “musi-
cat-communal community” or “music brought to life™ [muzyka, voploshchen-
naia v zhizn] [...] And there was, so to speak, “concentrated Akvarium™ {Ak-
varium—kontsentrirovannyi], ie. several people who for an hour or two
stepped out of the company to take up their places on the stage, to bring joy to
themselves and others, and then once more to become part of society. 23

Aleksei Uchitel’s 1987 documentary, entitled simply Rock [Rok], is one
of several films from the early Glasnost era that took up this mythology.*
The Leningrad rock scene is presented through segments from well-known
musicians’ everyday lives—they are shown at home, at work, walking along
the street, grilling meat at a picnic—interspersed with their backstage prepar-
ations and concert performances. A substantial part of the film is devoted to
Grebenshchikov, and the film’s opening scene, in which he appears, is one
that places issues of private and public life into sharp relief. As Grebenshchi-
kov climbs the stairs to his apartment, carrying his small son on his shoul-
ders, he passes countless messages left for him in graffiti by visiting fans.
These messages represent the thwarted desire for proximity experienced by
Akvarium’s growing number of fans, many of whom travelled from far away
in the hope of encountering their hero in the flesh.25 The film provides, in
mediated form, what these fans were looking for: Grebenshchikov is shown
with his group in rehearsal and in concert, but this is juxtaposed with scenes
in his apartment on Sofia Perovskaia Street, where he is shown looking after
his toddler son and, from the vantage point of his kitchen table by the win-
dow, reflecting on his role in society. Rok’s presentation of Grebenshchikov
as simultaneously—and problematically—private and public individual is
plain.
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The version of Akvarium that was depicted in Rok was that of a group that
offered complex poetic texts, in which an enigmatic frontman voiced, appar-
ently in first person, a message that would be comprehensible only to the
initiated. The incarnation of the group revealed to Soviet audiences by this
film had been constructed over a decade or more of interaction with long-
standing fans, as well as by the way in which Grebenshchikov and Akvarium
packaged their recordings. The group’s “acoustic” oeuvre was highly devel-
oped and already well-known to many from listening to albums circulating in
magnitizdat such as Acoustics [Akustika) (1982) and Ichthyology [lkhtiolo-
giia] (1984). Its characteristic arrangements interwove cello, flute, and violin
obbligati above acoustic and bass guitar lines, echoing an impression of
warm personal relationships and artistic equality within the group. dkvar-
ium’s vocals, with falsetto harmonies sung by Diusha Romanov, Seva Gak-
kel, and Sasha Titov that complemented Grebenshchikov’s melodic tenor,
also suggested intimacy and mutual understanding. Such arrangements al-
lowed the foregrounding of Grebenshchikov’s lyrics, texts that referred,
however obliguely, to questions of self and society: in its “acoustic” incarna-
tion the emphasis was on Akvarium as a rock group that dealt in notions of
authenticity and truth.

This was, though, only one side of the group’s oeuvre, in which Adkustika
had as its foil Electricity [Elektrichestvo]. This was the title of an album
Akvarium released in 1981, comprising a side of songs recorded at the
group’s scandalous performance at the Tbilisi Spring Rhythms Festival in
1980, and a side of studio recordings of the group in full amplified mode.
The festival proved a turning point in dkvarium’s career, in that criticism of
the group’s performance led to Grebenshchikov being expelled from the
Komsomol and losing his job in a research institute; immediately following
this, he was compelled to find work as a night watchman in order to keep his
work record aboveboard.26 The two albums were packaged as the “history™
of Akvarium, with Akustika as volume one (although it was released later)
and Elekirichestvo as volume two. The addition of these subtitles suggests
not so much chronology as the rewriting of history as a narrative in which
“acoustic” comes before “electric,” perhaps in reference to one of Western
popular music’s defining myths, the moment when Bob Dylan “went ¢lec-
tric.”” The intention may have been to convey the sense in which, like all
Soviet rock groups, Akvarium had started out as friends strumming acoustic
guitars and dreaming of playing “in large halls and on real, branded equip-
ment [rna firmennol apparature].”?’ Certainly, as the group gained increased
access to studios and more sophisticated technology, Akvarium’s experi-
ments with amplified sound and different effects increased. According to one
historian, “[[]n its electric incarnation Akvarium is turned toward the West, in
acoustic toward the fatherland [otechestve].’2® What seems clear is that the
ways in which the acoustic/electric division can be read evoke potent, irre-
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solvable paradoxes concerning the nature of rock music and its slippery
authenticity. Uchitel’s depiction of Grebenshchikov in the setting of his own
home, therefore, helped construct an image that Akvarium, and especially its
leader, had cultivated and would continue to develop as Glasnost went on.

FORMALIZATION: THE LENINGRAD ROCK CLUB (LRK)

The establishment of the Leningrad Rock Club [Leningradskii rok-klub,
hereafter LRK] in 1981 was the first lasting initiative to institutionalize ama-
teur rock music within official structures in which nonprofessionals took on
administrative responsibilities. In January 1981, members of the rock music
scene met the head of the Leningrad Inter-Union House of Amateur Creativ-
ity [Leningradskii mezhsoiuznyi dom samodeiatel’nogo tvorchestval. An “ar-
tistic committee” [khudsover] was elected, comprising members of estab-
lished amateur rock groups as well as professional cultural-enlightenment
workers and cultural administrators. The khudsovet undertook responsibility
for concerts given by member groups in and beyond Leningrad, as well as for
organizing the club’s yearly rock festivals.?® Rock clubs in Moscow and
Sverdlovsk, run along similar lines, were not established until 1986 (and
were followed by an inundation of rock clubs in cities small and large across
the Soviet Union). The LRK provided, therefore, an important blueprint for
the ways in which rock musicians could meet their public within the struc-
tures and practices sanctioned by state institutions. Its impact on the types of
musical performance that took place not only within the walls of the LRK
itself but more widely in Leningrad, Moscow, and beyond, was complex and
long-lasting.

Not long after its foundation the LRK was forced to adopt a position of
oppositional tenacity in order to protect its member groups and defend the
status of rock music as a form worthy of existing in Soviet society. In the
wake of Soviet leader Leonid Brezhney’s death in November 1982, a crip-
pling uncertainty about the possibility of state repressions descended on the
rock music community. In June 1983 Konstantin Chernenko, who was to
succeed Yuri Andropov as General Secretary the following February, warned
the Party Central Committee of “musical ensembles” that performed “pro-
grams of a dubious nature that do ideological and aesthetic damage.”3 Over
the course of 1983 to 1985, conservative Soviet newspapers and journals
published attacks on various musicians and groups, and institutional attitudes
hardened severely.3! Of the LRK’s member groups, the most notable victim
of this campaign was Zoopark, with its leader, Maik Naumenko, singled out
for condemnation for the verbal content of his songs and the unmelodic
qualities of his singing.*? Akvarium was also criticized for ideologically sus-
pect lyrics.3 The effects of this renewed criticism were particularly far-
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reaching when it came to the possibilities for live performances. The previ-
ously widespread semiofficial “sessions™ [seisheny, seishny] that had regu-
larly taken place in large cities’ palaces and houses of culture over at least the
previous decade and a half were suddenly taboo, even as amateur events.3¢ In
September 1984, the Cultural Administration for Moscow [Upravienie
kul 'tury goroda Moskvy] published a list of thirty-eight groups banned from
performing in the capital, which included all of the leading lights of the
LRK.3 According to Vladimir Marochkin, not a single “electric” concert
took place in Moscow between February 1983 and April 1984.3¢ Back in
Leningrad, concerts were cancelled and interrupted mid-flow.37 The response
of the LRK to the unfolding developments, first debated at a meeting held on
September 17, 1983, was to emphasize that it could offer a public, institu-
tional, and political voice, and that it needed to defend rock music in the
terms acceptable to Soviet institutions and fitting the conventions of Soviet
entertainment.3® At its second and third festivals in 1984 and 1985, for exam-
ple, the LRK introduced a requirement for groups to perform a song on an
antiwar theme, a commonplace in the repertoire of the professional stage for
at least a decade.’® In their decisions and discussions, LRK’s organizers
intimated that, with rule by committece and sternly enforced rules, the rock
club could ensure the formal natute of concerts, guarantee the worthiness of
its groups’ texts and performances, and make manifest the respectability of
rock performers and their music.

The LRK’s role in forming the status of rock music and the public image
of musicians was crucial. Its presence in Leningtad pushed rock groups into
the public arena at a moment that proved extremely timely. Weathering the
storm of criticism of the years immediately before Gorbachev’s accession
meant that Leningrad’s rock musicians, at least as far as they were represent-
ed by the khudsovet of the LRK, had a head start in launching themselves
into public, politicized discourse when the policies of Glasnost came into
operation. It was through the LRK that, for example, rock musicians from
Leningrad undertook their first meaningful negotiations with the state record
label, Melodiia. *® The rock festivals the club organized received coverage,
broadly encouraging in tone, in newspapers in Leningrad and elsewhere.*!
Tickets were sought after by a wide cross section of society, including writ-
ers, journalists, and other members of the cultural establishment.

The LRK retained practices that were reminiscent the incorporation of the
VIA into the official amateur sphere since the late 1960s, such as the selec-
tion and mentoring of new and less experienced groups, and the punitive
exclusion of groups who broke rules about the required standard of perfor-
mance and other behavior in response to written complaints [telegi] from
representatives of concert venues.*2 dkvarium was banned by the LRK from
performing for six months in 1982, after Grebenshchikov went on stage in
Arkhangelsk barefoot.4? Perhaps most significantly in terms of its influence
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on the culture of Leningrad rock music, the LRK kept in place the practice of
litovka, or prior approval of lyrics.#* Within the club itself, these factors
forced to the foreground the issues of authority that Yngvar Steinholt high-
lights in his discussion of the arguments between older and younger genera-
tions.*5 Equally, though, these practices of approval and control helped to
construct rock music as a form in which words were the dominant and most
controversial aspect of a song. This had a lasting impact on its perceived
cultural significance. 16

Grebenshchikov and dkvarium were standard-bearers of this kind of ver-
bally significant rock music. Uchitel’s portrayal of Grebenshchikov in Rok
underlined the attributes as an author and performer that were, by the time
the film was made, already endearing him to members of the Soviet literary-
cultural elite.*? Wider public recognition followed, and with it bookings to
perform in large, prestigious venues, culminating in Akvarium giving a series
of widely publicized concerts in the October Concert Hall [ Bol 'shoi kontsert-
nyi zal Oktiabr 'skii] in February 1987.48 These concerts solidified a particu-
lar version of Akvarium in the public imagination, a version which drew on
aspects of the group’s established mythology while playing down others.
Akvarium appeared on the bill after a chamber orchestra, in the second half of
a concert explicitly aimed at the young, with the title “Constant Movement”
[Vechnoe dvizhenie]; the group was billed as appearing in its “acoustic line-
up” [akusticheskii sostav], and the program listed a set of songs that were
appropriate to the instrumentation and contemplative mood Akvarium could
deliver in this formation.

The policies and the public profile of the LRK profoundly affected the
ways in which rock music became allied to public discourse during the
remaining lifetime of the Soviet Union and, arguably, beyond. They fostered
a feeling of embattled proximity shared between performers and fans. An
unforeseen consequence of the LRK’s institutional operations was that the
periodic exclusion of groups led to a proliferation of informal performances,
held without the permission or knowledge of the LRK’s khudsovet. Zoopark,
in particular, appeared for a time trapped in a cycle in which the group gave
unsanctioned concerts, was excluded from the rock club, and therefore had
its license to perform official concerts revoked, as a consequence of which
more unsanctioned concerts were scheduled.#?

THE KVARTIRNIK: PRACTICALITIES

Even as the LRK negotiated to make large concert halls a possible public
setting for rock concerts, concerts continued to be arranged via informal
channels. Apartment concerts retained an important role in bringing groups
into contact with their audiences and often supplemented the program that
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the LRK authorized, or allowed a group to survive financially even if it had
been banned for a time. New performers who had yet to be established on the
Leningrad scene proved themselves through their kvartirniki. Aleksandr
Bashlachev, a singer-songwriter who came to Moscow and then Leningrad
from Cherepovets (by way of Sverdlovsk) in 1984, became particularly asso-
ciated with this type of concert.%® Bashlachev fell from an eighth floor win-
dow on Kuznetsov Avenue in Leningrad in March 1988, his apparent suicide
curtailing what seemed at the time an inexorable rise into a world of larger
concerts. His death, retrospectively, amplified the emotional intensity his
kvartirnik performances had suggested even at the time.5! After Bashlachev,
Egor Letov and lanka Diagileva also came to the capital (Moscow) from
provincial cities (Omsk and Novosibirsk, respectively), and used a series of
kvartirniki over the course of 1989 to make their mark on a new music
scene.52 In one sense, kvartirniki such as these can be regarded as arising
directly out of the conventions of playing rock music in the 1970s, rooted in
the notion of fusovka. Rock groups’ memberships typically drew on existing
friendships and created others, and therefore, simply by dint of spending time
together, informal music-making was part of the usual routine of hanging
out. More difficult to define is at what point such a kind of relaxation could
be classified as a concert, as guitars and singing were a widespread phenome-
non at certain types of celebration. References to concerts taking place in
friends’ apartments are strewn across the memoirs of Leningrad’s musicians,
often described as springing up more or less spontaneously, perhaps to mark
the New Year, a birthday or wedding, or a return from military service. Often
such concerts needed little more as pretext than the sharing of a few bottles
of portvein.

In the early 1980s, however, the meaning of a kvartirnik crystalized as a
type of performance that was carefully planned and brought some kind of
income to the musicians involved. For Leningrad groups at this time, Mos-
cow was an even more important location than their home city and, as the
city authorities clamped down on performances by controversial groups, it
was this form of concert that was the most important way of playing there.
Aleksandr Lipnitskii, the journalist and musician in whose apartment just off
the Garden Ring many musicians from Leningrad had a Moscow base, hinted
at the change that had taken place by the middle of the decade, and the
disapproval it might provoke among some:

[The interviewer asks about “the famous series of kvartirniki” given by Akvar-
fum in the mid-1980s.]

To be honest, | don’t know that side of Akvarium’s activities in Moscow at all
well. In my company they remained faithful to the romance [oni nikogda ne
izmeniali romantike), and therefore the circumstances of their earnings [zara-
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botki] were a mystery to me. But it’s a fact that I heard free [bezplatnye]
Akvarium kvartirniki at my place every month. 33

Naomi Marcus, who had first met the group at a kvartirnik in Leningrad in
1978, also remembered Akvarium’s petiod of frenetic concert-giving in Mos-
cow;

Word of mouth brought the audience, who congregated at the nearest metro
station. Down on the train platforms, under the chandeliers and stained-glass
windows of Moscow’s showcase subway, young people carrying backpacks
and records (signs of their tribe) drifted towards each other. [...] In an atmos-
phere iilicit and charged, Boris played by candlelight to quiet audiences on the
floor. Someone passed a hat. Someone brought him a bottle. Someone took
care of bribing the custodian, or the suspicious neighbors. 5

Lipnitskii’s apparent squeamishness about Akvarium’s relationship to
money at this specific moment of the group’s career reflects the far-reaching
tendency in Soviet and post-Soviet rock music culture to separate the crea-
tion and enjoyment of rock music from questions of earnings. As Cushman
explains, in the self-image of musicians, rock music was regarded as a voca-
tion, rather than as a career.* Rock historian Ilia Smirnov claimed that any
financial gain from kvartirniki would be negligible.5¢ But nonetheless, the
hat that was passed around was an important reason for the increased preva-
lence of kvartirniki during the period in the early 1980s when, by and large,
the larger public “session” version of the rock concert was not possible.

Accounts in memoirs of the period suggest that the number attending a
kvartirnik at this time could be fifty, sixty, and even up to one hundred,
though between fifteen and forty was more usual.5? Viktor Tsot and Aleksei
Rybin played at their first Leningrad kvartirnik in 1981, in a two-roomed
apartment with the layout and dimensions characteristic of the Khrushchev-
era housing developments. The concert was actually one given by
Grebenshchikov, but after finishing his performance, he invited the younger
musicians to play a few songs. Each audience member paid a ruble to attend,
and Tsoi and Rybin, as unknowns receiving a hand-up from the established
Akvarium, happily made the same contribution, “knowing that it would go
not to Goskontsert [the central state concert organization] or the like, but
directly to Akvarium.”’® The following year, by now renamed Kino and
performing in their own right, Tsoi and Rybin played to an audience of
around thirty, each of whom had paid a full five rubles, an unusually high
sum. This performance took place at Pasha Kraev’s apartment on Kompozi-
tory Street in the Shuvalovo-Ozerki region of Leningrad.’® Rashid Nugma-
nov, as a young film director during the 1980s, organized and filmed several
kvartirniki by both Tsoi and Grebenshchikov; his first kvartirnik experience
was in the autumn of 1985, as a member of an audience numbering fifty or
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sixty, crammed together for a performance given by Kostia Kinchev and
Slava Zaderii of the group Alisa.%0 _

Arranging a kvartirnik involved advance planning and a list of personal
connections. Attendance was by invitation, and invitations issued only by
word of mouth. The organizer, responsible for negotiating with both host and
performers and usually responsible for collecting entrance money, bore Phe
greatest risk, as the most serious charge that could arise would be of profiting
illegally from the concert. In addition to taking a percentage.: of the entrance
fee, hosts, organizers, or their friends made recording§ .whlch f:ould sxl1bs-e-.
quently be sold to fans.®! The instructions given to participants m.kvam:'mkz
and would-be audience members were often quite convoluted in order to
maintain secrecy, with secret meeting points and coded telephone ca.xlls that
made innocuous-sounding references to amounts of money.5 Rybin's ac-
count of the Akvarium kvartirnik at which he and Tsoi ended up playing
narrates some twists and turns: those wishing to attend had to loiter around
the ice-cream kiosk on the corner of Kosmonavty Avenue and Tipanov Street
until they were collected by one of the organizers and lgd to the apartment
{Tsoi and Rybin took the opportunity to buy an Eskimo ice-cream).5? Every
audience member at a kvartirnik would know to say to anyone who kr-locked
at the door during proceedings that what was going on was simply a blr_thday
party or other private celebration. The answer should be tl.1e same if the
police were to arrive.% Of paramount importance was covering up the fact
that money had changed hands, as it was this deed that made the concert a
criminal act. .

Kraev, the host of Tsoi and Rybin’s expensively priced 1982 kvartirnzf’c,
later organized many others, some of which became wel.l kn.own )Nhen their
recordings became popular,® Kraev and his friend Olia llVﬁ.d in separate
apartments at the top of the same staircase, without other neighbors, a do-
mestic setup that proved ideal for kvartirniki. A concert by Naumenko was
their first and, as he was a performer who was already so well known, the
organizers showed him the utmost respect:

The concert took place in Olia's room, but before it started and during t}}e
break—and, of course, afterwards—the musicians relaxed by having a drink in
my kitchen. Vladik proudly showed Maik around my apartment and Olia’s,
like the leader of an excursion: “As you can see, this is their commune.” And
Maik listened attentively and looked around, following him around like a guest
at a private view, 56

Kraev’s own short account of the kvartirniki he organized is vivid with
detail. He mentions the practice of hanging a sign on the door to the apart-
ment reading “Private Party™ [zakrytyi vecher]; his co-organizer lura’s patter
when collecting the entrance fee (“If you don’t pay up you don’t get ?o hear
Maik™); Tsoi’s remark to Naumenko, captured on the recording, of “it’s not
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for us they’re clapping”—because someone had Just walked in carrying bot-
tles of vodka; a third musician having to sit on an upturned bucket because
there were only two kitchen stools; the state of the apartment after the con-
cert was over—strewn with ashes, dog-ends, and a profusion of empty bot-
tles that were taken to be cashed in afterwards. 67

Memoirs by participants and attendees seem to suggest that interruptions
of a truly malign nature were very rare—testament, perhaps, to the careful
selection of locations and the clandestine way in which arrangements were
made. Among the instances when concerts were interrupted by the police
(militsiia) was a kvartirnik given by Bashlachev in Moscow near the Aero-
port metro station.%® Another time was at a kvartirnik given by Grebenshchi-
kov and Sasha Titov on April 8, 1986, held in a large, former communal
apartment on Batykovskii Lane, a street of pre-Revolutionary houses in the
center of Moscow. A seventeen-minute long recording of this truncated con-
cert survives, in which audience comments can be heard in the foreground as
the two musicians perform. It also captures two minutes of recording in
which those who were present discuss what has happened, apparently while
still in the police station after their arrest.5° Their comments are bemused, but
good-humored, even giggly. An account written by one audience member,
Mikhail Krassovskii, provides the wider context for the traces of the event
that can be heard on the tape. On the invitation of the host, his friend Sergei,
Krassovskii came to the apartment at the appointed time, and he found him-
self at his first kvartirnik (“It was a tota] high” [Kaif byl poinyi]):

In the biggest room, where the concert was to take place, someone had already
arranged chairs and stools for two next to the wall, as an improvised stage.
Next to them, on the floor, a reel-to-reel tape recorder had been set up, and
there was a microphone on a stand so that the performance could be recorded. 1
was next to the microphone, i.e. standing, 70

When the concert began, Grebenshchikov played acoustic guitar and Ti-
tov his electric bass guitar (they had brought a small amplifier with them).
The room had become extremely tightly packed, with “people standing on
the windowsills in the living room, in the bedroom at the back [...] standing
on the bed, the desk, on chairs, and sitting on top of the cupboards,” One
audience member, worried that there were too many people, suggested that
some waited in another apartment nearby and asked the musicians to perform
a second concert there, but her proposal was rejected. 7!

Grebenshchikov and Titov had played only a handful of songs when the
audience realized they had unwelcome company.” The first police interloper
asked what was happening and demanded that the host of the apartment
identify himself. Audience members held the line that that they were just
celebrating someone’s birthday. Krassovskii recalled that the musicians went
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on to play another song after the first policeman left; this seems possible, as
the recording retains five songs, and during the last two the tape recorder is
apparently switched off. The report from the windowsill was that “a sea of
police” had gathered below and that police radios were crackling. The audi-
ence gave up. All present were escorted out of the building and to the 135th
Police Department.”

Krassovskii and others were questioned individually, and they were asked
to write statements, He wrote that he had stopped by to borrow a cassette
from his university friend and had simply chanced upon the party. This did
not ring true to the police, who could be heard shouting about an “under-
ground concert” [podpol 'nyi kontsert] and asking specifically about the sum
of money that he had paid to attend. Krassovskii then changed tack in his
answers: his second version of events was set out “almost as they had hap-
pened—that is, that my friend invited me, saying that he was expecting some
interesting guests and that I should come; but [ didn’t give anyone money.”
He was then released. His biggest fear was that the Komsomol would be
informed and that he would be expelled, thus losing his place at the institute.
This did not happen, however (Krassovskii made the assumption that his
girlfriend’s mother, who was well-connected, must have intervened). Three
of his acquaintances from the concert, however, were excluded from the
Komsomol and were expelled from their technical college and institute; an-
other, a Party member, was summoned to the local committee to account for
his actions. It is not clear from written accounts or the recording what the
consequences were for the musicians, but it seems that the authorities in
Leningrad were either unaware or unconcerned: less than two weeks after-
wards Akvarium was approved for an appearance at the LRK’s Fourth Rock
Festival, at which the group went on to receive a newly instituted “grand
ptix” [gran-pri].? Krassovskii heard later that 180 people had been arrested
on that evening, not just from inside the apartment, but from the staircase,

VOICES AND EXPERIENCES

The intimate atmosphere of kvartirniki affected the ways in which musicians
presented themselves to their public. They were predominantly acoustic, per-
formed usually by only one, two, or three musicians: typically, this meant a
singer accompanied only by his own, or perhaps one additional, acoustic
guitar with, for percussion, perhaps bongo drums, or simply the sound of the
audience clapping in time. This drew attention to the meaning of the words
that were being sung.7 The fact that in the mid-1980s rock music could
increasingly be heard in concert halls intensified the meaning of the physical
proximity that was inherent in the kvartirnik experience, Memoirs by audi-
ence members imply that, in their ideal incarnation kvartirniki encouraged a
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unity of musicians and listeners that was almost spiritual in its force. This is
suggested by musicians as well; Gunitskii, co-founder of dkvarium, recalled:
“Candles on the floor, a few bottles of wine, faces bathed in light and visibly
somewhat under the influence [podernutye legkim kaifom] of those who had
come to this home concert to glimpse the other side of the looking glass in
the company of the musicians.”?” When performers revealed their fallibility
during concerts, this feeling only strengthened. During one of his kvartirniki
in Moscow, in front of an audience of only a dozen or so, Bashlachev's
singing was reportedly less impressive than usual:

He realized that he was singing badly. And this led to a real empathy [sopere-
zhivanie]. Because everyone understood the scale of his personality [lichnost ‘]
and talent. [...] So there was such reciprocation [ebmen] between audience and
performer going on, that the temperature rose. That is, there was a strong
emotional empathy. 78

The number of rock fans in the Soviet Union of course far outstripped the
number who ever attended a kvartirnik. The fact that the overwhelming
majority of rock fans encountered and experienced the music as mediated by
recordings does not diminish the strength of the mythology the tusovka pro-
moted and the spread of its influence well beyond rock music’s original tight
circles. And kvartirniki, too, could be experienced, albeit at a distance,
through the circuiation of recordings. In the opinion of one recent commenta-
tor, “the kvartirniki of Maik, BG [Grebenshchikov], and Tsoi are more inter-
esting than their solo albums,” because they allow listeners to speculate over
the suggestions of personal relationships and artistic competition: *1t is inter-
esting to observe the dialogue in songs [pesennyi dialog] of rock stars as they
attempt, during their joint performances—in a friendly manner, but blatant-
ly—to out-do each other, mixing the songs so that a coherent conversation
appears between them, life springs forth out of those recordings more than it
does on official releases.”?

As well as the sense of the relationships between performers, kvartirnik
recordings preserve the presence of the audience: sounds of applause, ques-
tions thrown at the performers, praise shouted out (“Coolt” [Zdorovo!}),
expletives confided in the direction of the microphone (“This is fucked up,”
[Eto kakoi-to pizdets] someone says in a stage whisper during an instrumen-
tal interlude by Grebenshchikov), chairs scraping, objects clattering to the
floor. On some recordings, singers fudge the words; elsewhere they are heard
retelling the well-worn narratives of their songs’ composition. They also
capture elements of the performers’ presence in a way that goes beyond the
vocal—the sounds of drinks being poured and fizzing and even cigarettes
being lit can be heard. Such unplanned moments and traces of informality
contribute to the sense of ownership, almost of collective authorship, that has

-




200 . Polly McMichael

been described as the defining quality of the kvartirnik for those listening to
their recordings. 30

The sense of crossing over into illegality and the idea of interruption by
the authorities also made their aesthetic imprint. The ways in which extra-
musical events were inscribed onto the mythology of kvartirnik perfor-
mances can be shown by two memories of the moment at which the police
entered the apartment during the ill-fated concert on Barykovskii Lane. First,
Krassovskii’s version:

They came to the song “Bastards” [Kozly], and from its very first chords you
could hear the hum of people singing along under their voices [shepotom).®!
On the last chord the doorbell rang and at that moment a deathly silence fell,
into which a quiet voice said “Who's that?” Sasha Titov answered: “The
bastards [kozly] have arrived, that’s who ., , 782

Anastasiia Rakhlina, Bashlachev’s wife, was also present, but remembered
the coincidence of song and interruption slightly differently:

The police began breaking down the door during the third song, exactly on the
phrase “My words aren’t too kind, but they’re not too mean either, I'm stating
a fact—they’re bastards!” [Moi slova ne slishkom dobry, no i ne slishkom zly,
ia komsatiruiu fakt—kozly!] In fact everyone understood, of course, that they
were going to arrest the entire session [chto seishn svintiat}—even before it
started citizens in uniform [grazhdane v forme] had been spotted beneath the
windows of the evil apartment {rnekhoroshaia kvartiral. 83

The recording cuts out before any extraneous noise indicating the unwel-
come arrivals can be heard, though clearly at least one of these memories is
not entirely accurate. But in both accounts, just as Grebenshchikov sang of
malign authority figures “prevent[ing] him from living,” the police arrived to
silence him. It is clear that the juxtaposition of the words of the song and the
events that were unfolding was a very powerful one, and the gaps in the
recording have encouraged memory to supplement what has been recorded.
A comparable occurrence can be heard on the recording of a kvartirnik given
by Grebenshchikov solo at some time late in 1983. The dootbell of the
apartment rings a few bars into the song “Silent Film” [Nemoe kino], before
he has begun singing.3* Grebenshchikov’s voice can be heard saying, “Is that
the cops?” [Menty?], foreshadowing the song’s couplet, “Punks love dirt, and
hippies love flowers. / The cops arrest them both alike” [Panki liubiat griaz’,
a khippi—tsvety. / I tekh, i drugikh berut menty].%5 Continuing the song with-
out further pause, Grebenshchikov’s voice is joined by those of audience
members singing along. As happened in more dramatic circumstances in
Barykovskii Lane, the circumstances of the performance and the timing of
the doorbell during this particular song lent his remark a significance that the
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dissemination of the recording subsequently magpified. The recording circu-
lated under the unofficial title The Wrong End of Nevskii Prospekt [Plokhoi
konets Nevskogo prospekta), reflecting the sense of danger and transgression
that Grebenshchikov’s quip highlighted. 3¢

Musicians claimed that for them what set kvarfirniki apart as artistic
experiences was the absence of Jitovka.®7 In the setting of a private apart-
ment, a singer did not have to choose his words carefully, except in order to
please his audience. Indeed, the concept of an “apartment version™ [kvartir-
nyi variant], meaning a racier, ruder, or more controversial version of a
canonical song, was widely understood among musicians.8 Naumenko’s
lyrics were particularly piquant, unusual on the Leningrad scene for their
overt references to sexual behavior, as well as the more conventional topic of
heavy drinking; his kvartirnik performances were characterized by a sense of
complicity between performer and audience, with lines that provoked laugh-
ter or, sometimes, gasps. Perhaps his most offensive moment came in the
song “Trash” [Drian’], which castigated a female addressee (the “trash” of
the title) as promiscuous and unfaithful, asking her rhetorically in its most
taboo-breaking line, “But are you ready for your five hundred and second
abortion?” [No gotova li ty k piat’sot vtoromu abortu?)® The phrase was
always toned down for Zoopark’s officially-arranged concerts (“Forgive me,
my dear, but you break all the records” [Prosti, dorogaia, no ty b’'esh’ vse
rekordy]).%

Artists such as Naumenko, Tsoi, and Grebenshchikov appeared to find
the space and intimacy of a kvartirnik conducive to singing about familiar
settings, likely experiences, and recognizable characters. The songs that went
into the kvartirnik program traded on the details and locations that could be
anywhere, but seemed familiar. They evoked the commonplaces of everyday
life: work, socializing, public transport. Among Grebenshchikov’s well-
known kvartirnik songs were those that described a particular kind of indi-
vidual and his interactions with Soviet society at large. Songs like “A New
Day in a New Post” [Novaia zhizn' na novem postu] and “Night watchman
Sergeev” [Storozh Sergeev] satirized the uncomfortable division between
public and private life for those involved in rock music, particularly in rela-
tion to the need to be registered in a job to avoid falling foul of the law on
parasitism.?! Working as a night watchman was a frequent means for rock
musicians in the 1970s and 1980s to prioritize their creative activities while
remaining in legal employment; it was famously part of Grebenshchikov’s
own experience, after the scandal of the Thilisi Festival. 2

Songs like these satirize the idea that the only way it was possible to get
through a day in such a job was to drink alcohol. A contemporary review of
Ikhtiologiia, in which these two songs appeared, described the protagonist of
“Novaia zhizn’ na novem posty” as someone who “couldn’t give a damn
about his job [po figu ego siuzhba] and is serigusly dosed-up [krepko obdol-
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bennyi] as well.” The reviewer also retold a legend that at precisely the
moment Grebenshchikov was writing “Storozh Sergeev,” while away in Cri-
mea, his friends Naumenko and Gakkel were back in Leningrad “doing ex-
actly what is described with such relish in the song.”#

Kvartirnik audiences had no difficulty in grasping the autobiographical
significance of songs about characters ostensibly participating in the patterns
of conventional life while simultaneously living outside these conventions
(to use Yurchak’s term, “being vnye”).% But such songs were not merely
descriptions of a characteristic form of existence taking place in well-known
locations. They were also a way of making their listeners artistically com-
plicit in the song as creative event. In “Novaia zhizn’ na novem postu,”
Grebenshchikov describes a protagonist, the everyman-ish Ivan, on his way
to work (the line “he was an engineer, now he’s a night-watchman” [on by!
inzhenirom, teper’ on storozh] is an obvious nod to his own experience). But
the song is also about being a songwriter, with a second, first-person protago-
nist, who “sits by the window and looks out into nothing”™ [ig sizhu u ckna i
smotriu v pustotu]. In these lines, Grebenshchikov gives the audience a dif-
ferent autobiographical glimpse, this time into the process of the song’s
creation. He sings, “1 would have liked to sing about this, / But no one would
let this text through the litovka [Mne khotelos' by pet’ ob etom, / No etot tekst
ne zalituet nikto].”%* By including this paradoxical reference to /litovka, in a
line that self-evidently addresses a kvartirnik audience rather than any other,
Grebenshchikov layers the processes of his song’s creation-—observation,
inspiration, writing, making public—and incorporates with it its kvartirnik
performance. While purporting to offer a fragment of autobiographical truth
about the person who is singing it, the song instead puts forward a multilay-
ered meditation on the relationship between life as lived and the creative
process. While by no means all kvartirnik texts offered their audiences such a
complex version of artistic complicity, the interrelated notions of autobio-
graphical truth and personal honesty and the physical co-presence of live
performance are placed to the fore by all such events. These notions had their
roots in the idea of the rusovka, which promoted the idea that rock groups
belonged to their fans and fans belonged in the same rooms as them; but the
tusovka was an ideal, evoked most often as a nostalgic memory. The legacy
of texts that had and had not passed a litovka also, through the phenomenon
of the kvartirnik, had enduring significance for rock music’s presentation as a
verbally meaningful form. Over the course of the 1980s, the practice of
holding kvartirniki became emblematic of a contradiction at the very heart of
Soviet rock music, in the gap between performers’ understanding of what
their role and public status might be, and their physical location in the same
rooms and streets as their audiences. During the filming for dkvarium’s
appearance on the television program The Musical Ring [Muzykal 'nyi ring]
in October 1986, Grebenshchikov was asked by an audience member about
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the transition that his group was making from an “apartment group” [kvartir-
naia gruppaj to one that played large concert halls. He countered that “even
now we play in apartments. As for concert halls, quite simply they used not
to let us in, but now they do.” His interrogator then came to the heart of the
matter: “Aren’t you worried that the atmosphere of secrecy [tainstvermost ']
and semi-subversion [polukramol’nost’] will disappear?” Grebenshchikov
answered, “It wasn’t us who created that atmosphere, but the audience [pub-
fika]. And anyway we were never either subversive or not subversive, We
were just doing what we found interesting.”9 Under the conditions of Glas-
nost, musicians were increasingly likely to refer to their position on the
margins of professional music-making as limiting rather than as creatively
enabling. But by 1990, Grebenshchikov saw things differently: “It’s a very
difficult moment when you no longer see the public. And that’s why we need
to remember the tradition of home concerts.”%’

Part of the retrospective allure of the kvartirnik for their listeners and
former performers must, of course, be driven by nostalgia. Even the threat of
interruptions that could have serious consequences for carcer and life seems
to add not just excitement, but immediacy and meaning, to the performance
itself. The production of a community of svoi was at its most powerful when
the concert, or the community itself, appeared to be under threat. The pres-
ence of police at the boundaries of the apartment, threatening to stop concerts
and arrest participants, concretized the heroic discourse that the LRK was
instrumental in bringing to rock music culture from 1981 and especially after
1983. Further, fans’ heightened emotional investment in the concerts of such
artists as Tsoi, Bashlachev, Naumenko, and Diagileva, all of whom died in
the last years of the existence of the Soviet Union, is perhaps unsurprising.
More than this, though, kvartirniki as remembered or captured on tape are
redolent of a place and an era in which the consumption of rock music could
take the form of fanatical, near-religious devotion, but in which, simultane-
ously, rock’s stars were still individuals who walked the same streets as their
fans. Those who found themselves sitting in the main room of a domestic
apartment, a living space with a total area of perhaps sixty or seventy cubic
meters—singing the same lyrics, drinking from the same bottles, breathing
the same air as their heroes—experienced something that most rock fans
never will. The direct experience of such events was granted to an elite few,
limited by the space of an apartment and determined by the performance of
svoi, which was based as much on an exclusive as an inclusive impetus.
Nevertheless, the kvartirnik experience and the mythology of its meanings
spread, through the circulation and preservation of recordings on which the
informality of rock’s origins and its ways of speaking to its audiences with
honesty seemed to have been captured.
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