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Group Think
Nicholas Cullinan on the collaborative art of Slavs and Tatars and Chto Delat?

Slavs and Tatars, Dig the Booty, 2009, vacuum-formed plastic, 251 ⁄4 x 357⁄8".
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Views of Slavs and Tatars, “Kidnapping Mountains,” 
2009, Netwerk/Center for Contemporary Art, Aalst, 
Belgium. Left: Kidnap Over-Here and Marry Over-Here 
Over There, 2008 (leaning against wall); Mountains 
from Wit, Woe from Wit, 2009 (wall application).  
Above: To Mountain Minorities, 2009.

Modernity, monobrows, and monotheism: 
These are just a few of the concerns of Slavs and 
Tatars, a collective dedicated to examining the 
region “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of 
the Great Wall of China,” as they so neatly put it. 
Founded in 2006 and consisting of an American, a 
Belgian, a Pole, and an Iranian raised in Texas, Slavs 
and Tatars aim to recuperate the history of exchange 
between Slavs, Caucasians, and Central Asians in 
the territory loosely known as Eurasia, which is, 
notably, the only area where Islam and the West 
have historically coexisted peaceably. The collective’s 
work spans various media—from installation, perfor-
mances, and lectures to books and other printed 
matter—and encompasses cultural registers both 
high and low. Furthermore, their strident polemics 
are often embedded in Western-oriented modes of 
mass consumption, whether art, design, or fashion, 
so that the message is devoured long before its 
true, often oxymoronic meaning can be detected. 
Challenging notions of a dichotomy between East and 
West (exemplified by the Orientalism of eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century Europe), Slavs and Tatars 
acknowledge difference but tease out the performa-
tivity within these cultural misunderstandings and 
mistranslations. 

A brief résumé of the group’s recent activities 
would include countering the notion of Westernization 
as being synonymous with modernization; making 
T-shirts for Uniqlo and Parisian boutique Colette 
emblazoned with an on-trend antimodernist  
apothegm (nous sommes les anti-modernes); 
mapping the transnational relationships, hidden 
interdependencies, and suppressed reciprocity of the 

oil industry’s Iran-Texas-Russia nexus; designing 
spreads for high-style culture glossy 032c; investi-
gating Eurasianist attempts (including those of 
luminaries such as Roman Jakobson) to link, or 
rather lump, the Slavs with either the Turkic people 
or the Persians; and excavating the vexed history of 
the Azerbaijani (or Azeri) alphabet and its multiple 
flirtations with Arabic, Latin, and Cyrillic charac-
ters. Emboldened by collective authorship, the evoc-
ative collective (and eclectic) nouns of Slavs and 
Tatars function almost as a nom de plume, perhaps 
allowing for both a more caustic tone and a less 
abashed trendiness than might otherwise be possible 
(or at least comfortable) for a lone author. For Slavs 
and Tatars, collectivity is enshrined in their very 
name and is, arguably, largely responsible for their 
current cachet. 

Indeed, the notoriety that groups such as Slavs 
and Tatars and their Russian counterpart Chto 
Delat? have so speedily earned suggests that even 
if artists’ collectives are not actually proliferating 
more than before, they are certainly gaining in 
traction. Following from the templates of the 
politicized collectives that came to prominence in 
the 1980s for their responses to the aids crisis 
(General Idea and Group Material), gender inequal-
ity (Guerrilla Girls), or the meltdown of Communist 
and totalitarian regimes in the Eastern bloc (Neue 
Slowenische Kunst), the possibilities afforded by the 
collective now seem to be as elastic as any given 
association’s potential membership. The past decade 
has seen fictitious collectives of one, such as the 
Atlas Group, and, at the other end of the spectrum, 
groups that pass themselves off as feigned solo artists 

(Claire Fontaine and Reena Spaulings); we have 
encountered twosomes that operate under the guise 
of a larger entity (the Otolith Group and Bureau 
d’Études) and, at the same time, a great many col-
lectives scattered around the world that seemingly 
gain strength and visibility in numbers (Raqs Media 
Collective, Tercerunquinto, Raising Dust, Sędzia 
Główny [Chief Judge], Ultra-red, and Shahrzad 
Collective spring to mind here). Slavs and Tatars, on 
the other hand, as a sometimes fluctuating collective 
of four, happily occupy a middle—and perhaps 
more common—ground. In notable contrast to the 
smattering of examples provided above, where a 
unifying standpoint and a distinct voice for a small 
multitude are often embedded in the crucial cement 
of identity politics or rooted in genius loci, Slavs 
and Tatars seem to delight in jettisoning the usual 
rhetoric of collectivism. They are, instead, the most 
cosmopolitan of collectives, where a geopolitics of 
globe-trotting allows their shape-shifting projects 
and concerns to continuously cross-pollinate diver-
gent, and sometimes diametrically opposed, cul-
tural specificities.

Tackling problems of migration and mistransla-
tion, especially as played out in Eurasia, Slavs and 
Tatars often take a linguistic approach, reflecting their 
origins as a peripatetic reading group that shifted 
between the various cities the members were based 
in, such as Brussels, London, and Moscow, and their 
early activities in translating and publishing. This 
linguistic bent is evident, for example, in Dig the 
Booty, 2009, a vacuum-formed plastic placard on 
which the invented (and unlikely) aphorism dig the 
booty of monoglots / but marry, my child, a 
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Slavs and Tatars, Kidnapping Mountains, 2009, offset-printed 
artists’ book, 101⁄4  x 77⁄8".

Slavs and Tatars, Hip to Be Square, 2010, silk-screen print on 
record sleeve and original record, 71⁄8 x 71⁄8".

Slavs and Tatars, Resist Resisting God, 2009, mirrored glass, 393⁄8 x 59".

polygot, expressed in English using, of course, 
the Latin alphabet, also appears transliterated into 
Perso-Arabic script and Cyrillic to chart the vicissi-
tudes of the Azeri language, whose official alphabet 
has over the past century shifted repeatedly among 
the three syllabaries by state decree. But the compet-
ing cultural claims represented by the various alpha-
bets are trumped, in the end, by the wry fact that the 
phony adage appears in each of the Azeri alphabets 
but never in the Azeri language. An international 
Esperanto of appearance as opposed to meaning, 
not to mention our unthinking acceptance of 
English as the lingua franca, is the work’s real pay-
off. Slavs and Tatars’ recent project Kidnapping 
Mountains, 2009, took the form of both an exhibi-
tion and a publication (acting as a “repository of 
brutal ideas and romantic polemics,” in the group’s 
words) that chart the multitude of languages, eth-
nicities, and cultural identities covered by the collec-
tive’s geographic sweep while foregrounding their 
sardonic approach to geopolitics, with chapter 
headings such as “It’s Up to You, Baku” and “nato: 
Nanny Approach to Others.” The exhibition, at 
Netwerk/Center for Contemporary Art in Aalst, 
Belgium, in 2009, took the topography of the 
Caucasus Mountains as its subject and consisted of 
sections of wood and mirrors crudely fitted together 
to form schematic peaks and slopes, which drew 
inspiration from the geometries of hand-cut Iranian 
mirror mosaics. Crucially, for Slavs and Tatars, 
within this vast territory, national and racial identity 
is fluid and often depends on one’s own perspective, 
as the description of the Caucasus as the “mountain 

of languages” implies, as does “Warm Siberia,” the 
nineteenth-century Russian sobriquet for the range. 

Craft imbued with revolutionary ideology is the 
focus of Resist Resisting God, 2009, a mirror 
mosaic (or “brutal bling,” as Slavs and Tatars chris-
ten it) that also pillages its form from the strict 
geometries of reflective mosaics found in royal resi-
dencies and Shiite shrines in Iran. These decorations 
originated in North Africa and were brought to 
Iran—where they persist to this day—during the 
Arab conquest in the seventh century, whereafter 
the Persians insisted on upping the ante and distin-
guishing themselves from the Arabs by upgrading 
the traditional materials of wood and ceramics to 
dazzlingly reflective mirrored glass. The embodi-
ment of the migration of a technique, the work con-
jures the mysticism extolled by the revolutionary 
ideology of Tehran in 1979, while the deceptive 
title, with its double negative inscribed into the 
shiny surface, inverts the initial impression of blas-
phemy or atheism into a slogan that instead reaf-
firms spirituality. A critical spirituality also surfaces 
in the horrifically punning Hip to Be Square, 2010, 
which superimposes a screenprint of adjacent white 
and red rectangles, intended to recall both the Polish 
flag and one of the Suprematist compositions of 
Kazimir Malevich (whose Polish nationality is 
reclaimed here through the spelling of his name as 
Malewicz), onto the cover of a Huey Lewis and the 

News album from 1986; the band’s name has been 
crossed out and replaced with the signature of the 
mystical proponent of abstraction. Thus the sound 
track of advanced cold-war capitalism—1980s soft 
rock—is smuggled behind the iron curtain to be con-
fronted by its historical, geographic, and political 
antithesis, the utopian, mystical, and futurological 
vision of the Russian avant-garde from around the 
time of the October Revolution. Style conquers 
content in Slavs and Tatars’ work, and Malevich’s 
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The notoriety that groups  
such as Slavs and Tatars  
and their Russian counterpart 
Chto Delat? have so speedily 
earned suggests that even if  
artists’ collectives are not  
actually proliferating more  
than before, they are certainly 
gaining in traction. 

Slavs and Tatars, When in Rome, 2010, travertine, 
paint, glass, euro coins, 373⁄4  x 501⁄2".

Slavs and Tatars, Hymns of No Resistance (Part II), 2009. 
Performance views, Kaai Theater, Brussels, October 2009.

Slavs and Tartars, A Monobrow Manifesto, 2010, ink on helium-filled PVC balloon. Installation views, Frieze Sculpture Park,  
Regent’s Park, London. Front and back.

complex (and occasionally incomprehensible) theo-
ries about the radical and transformative potential 
of nonobjective art are thus reduced and made to 
surrender to the totalizing effect of the ultimate lin-
guistic commodity: the slogan.

Such creolizing is also exemplified in Slavs and 
Tatars’ floor piece When in Rome, 2010 (recently 
shown in “Between the Silhouette and the Back-
ground,” a group show in the titular city’s Galleria 
1/9 Unosunove), in which the well-worn motto of 
social etiquette and cultural capitulation when in 
rome do as the romans do is chiseled into a 
travertine slab bearing a graffitied modification of 
romans into romanians. Placed onto sections of 
enameled glass corresponding to the colors of the 
Gypsy flag, with euros scattered around it, the work 
thus becomes a monument to such slippage and 
hybridity, with a nod to the recent, and highly divi-
sive, discussion over the true “place” of the Romany 
people in Italy and elsewhere in the European 
Union. The obverse and reverse of cultural norms 
were also explored in Slavs and Tatars’ project for 
the Frieze Sculpture Park in London last year, where 
they presented A Monobrow Manifesto—a giant 
green balloon installed on the grounds of Regent’s 

Park, decorated with the Janus faces of Bert from 
Sesame Street and an equally cartoonish stereotype 
of a swarthy Persian. The monobrow is thus deployed 
by Slavs and Tatars as an epiphenomenon that lays 
bare divergent social conventions and accepted 
wisdom on either side of the fault line between West 
and East. While in the former territory the unibrow, 
deemed unattractive, has been associated with brut-
ishness, deviancy, character deficiencies, and even 
werewolves, in the Middle East it is a sign of manli-
ness and refinement. 

The muffling potential of the iron curtain is 
examined in Slavs and Tatars’ startling reworking 
of Western pop songs and standards in the ongoing 
project Hymns of No Resistance. This was initiated 
for Manifesta 7 in Bolzano, Italy, in 2008, where a 
banner hanging on the side of a building rejiggered 
the lyrics of George and Ira Gershwin’s “Let’s Call 
the Whole Thing Off.” Here, the litany of misun-
derstandings and minor disagreements over the 
“correct” pronunciation of words such as tomato 
was replaced by rather more divisive disputes 
mapped onto the loaded lexicons of radical Italian 
Marxism (you say autonomie, i say autonomia) 
and immigration (so if you like einwanderer, 
and i like immigrante). The liminal nature of 
South Tyrol in northern Italy, with its dual Italian 
and Germanic identities, allegiances, and languages, 
makes it, as Slavs and Tatars acknowledge, the per-
fect location and forum for such contentious 
debates. This project continued with a farcical 
retooling of Michael Sembello’s 1983 AOR power 
anthem and Flashdance sound-track hit “She’s  
a Maniac” into “She’s Armenian.” The reworked 
lyrics of the latter become a catchy take on ethnic 
tension as the struggles of an aspiring dancer from 
Pittsburgh are replaced by those of a fleeing diaspora 
Armenian. The song name-checks famous celebri-
ties of Armenian extraction such as Atom Egoyan, 
Cher, Charles Aznavour, and Andre Agassi before 

reaching the payoff of the chorus: “She’s Ar-me-
ni-an, Ar-me-ni-an, on the run. / And she’s fleeing 
but the flight has just begun.” Such transposition 
may owe something to Slavs and Tatars member 
Payam Sharifi’s experience growing up as an Iranian-
American in Texas. Listening to the radio one day, 
he misheard the  ’60s hit “Barbara Ann” as “Bomb 
Iran,” perhaps thinking that Vince Vance & the 
Valiants’ 1980 country-and-western hit of the latter 
title was a mere cover of the Beach Boys classic. 
Other pop songs have been similarly revised by 
Slavs and Tatars in their performances to become 
sound tracks to geopolitics and conflict within 
Eurasia: For instance, Rod Stewart’s “Young Turks” 
becomes, in their hands, “Young Kurds,” while 
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Stealers Wheel’s “Stuck in the Middle with You” 
becomes a satiric lament about the recent Russian-
Georgian conflict, “Stuck in Ossetia with You.” 
These are all performed by Berivan Kaya and the 
Orient Orchestra, a Kurdish ensemble that plays 
traditional string instruments, flutes, and drums. 
The Kurds, an oppressed people who constitute one 
of the largest ethnic groups without a nation, are 
indeed stuck in the middle of a region straddling 
Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. Here, as with other 

projects by Slavs and Tatars, the traditional collec-
tive methodology of agitprop is dispensed with and 
simply abbreviated to pop. These very literal trans-
positions and near-kitschy projects planted so firmly 
in the landscape of popular culture allow a genera-
tional shift to present itself, one that remembers that 
the fall of the Communist bloc, and the accelerated 
intermingling of ethnic and cultural identities that 
this process irrevocably set into motion, was in no 
small part facilitated by a transnational and vora-

cious appetite for the comforting, lowest-common-
denominator platitudes of mass culture. Viewed 
from this perpective, it is actually the songs of Rod 
Stewart and his ilk that carry the political punch in 
Slavs and Tatars’ karaoke of critique, rather than 
the parochial concerns of the new performers, who 
are subservient to the hackneyed popular tunes and 
simply pantomime them. 

Slavs and Tatars’ recent expanded lecture 79.89.09, 
2009–, revisits two key modern moments of insur-
gency—the Iranian Revolution of 1979 (considered 
by some to be the second most important date of 
the twentieth century after the Russian Revolution 
of 1917, marking, as it does, Islam’s confrontation 
with modernity), and Poland’s Solidarity movement 
of the 1980s and its imbrication in the collapse of 

and rather than negotiate, we prefer to hit each 
other with our elbows or spread kisses and do 
the work.  

In the summer of 2009, we formed a public 
sculpture on a tiny island near Stockholm. On our 
“Boring Island,” we were trapped boatless for one 
month, dressed in virgin-white wedding dresses, 
idling about and occasionally attracting a ship  
to crash on our rock. 

The tiny island was our plinth for a nervous 
sculpture jiggling with boredom, ready to be 
taken away. But so far, no boat has crashed on 
Gelitin’s shores, and no one has escaped to 
become something more . . . useful. 
Gelitin is based in vienna.

Gelitin

Gelitin is a salad. It grows on a field of possibili-
ties and is always looking forward to the next  
surprising leaves. Gelitin was not formed by any 
programmatic idea of collaborative authorship, 
but by accident. We met through work, by liking 
each other’s way, and soon we started folding in 
and over each other like leaves, with the works 
crumbling out like earth in between. The salad 
was blue, then rotten, and now it is yellow; 
Gelitin is curious about what energy frequency it 
will produce next. You can share an energy that 
comes about through the excitability of the air 
and the resonance of tones. The most common 
question we get is “how” we work together— 
as if we would have ever sat down and formed  
a parliament and voted for a common recipe for 
cooking the soup. We trust each other’s fancy, 

Gelitin on “Boring Island,” Stockholm, 2009. From left: Tobias Urban, Ali 
Janka, Florian Reither, Wolfgang Gantner.

In Slavs and Tatars’ shrewd body 
of work, commodities such as 
alphanumeric systems, time, and 
the politics of duration are con-
stantly pitted against one another 
to show the arbitrary nature of 
such cultural conventions. 

Set for Slavs and Tatars’ lecture 
79.89.09, 2009–, Triumph Gallery, 
Moscow, April 9, 2009. 
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Eastern-bloc Communism in 1989—and takes as 
its narrative strategy a reading of the recent past 
and the current geopolitical and ideological climate 
through the lens of these seemingly disparate but 
centrally transformative events. Part 1 of the collec-
tive’s ongoing series of performative talks titled 
“Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz” 
(which will be presented in its entirety at the Sharjah 
Biennial in the spring), 79.89.09 charts key 
moments in the unlikely solidarity of Poland and 
Iran, from Sarmatism in the seventeenth-century 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth to Iran’s recent 
Green Movement. This wide-ranging yet somehow 
rhetorically coherent talk manages to take in the 
figure of Ali Shariati, who finessed an unlikely 
marriage of Marxism and Islam; the pervasive 
influence of Pope John Paul II and the Catholic 
Church, which was active in Communist Poland; 
the rise of apostasy in Poland and Iran (including 
recent conversions from Islam to Zoroastrianism); 
and the Slavs’ peculiar approach to duration: Time 
is never “spent,” as “duration has no dollar sign,” 
according to one member of the collective. This mix 
of temporality and Zoroastrianism also figures 
large in Slavs and Tatars’ 2008 project A Thirteenth 
Month Against Time, which pitches the ancient 
Jalali calendar (a version of which is used in Iran 
and Afghanistan to this day) against the more 
widely used (if arguably less accurate) Gregorian 
calendar. In Slavs and Tatars’ shrewd body of work, 
commodities such as alphanumeric systems, time 
and the way it is measured and counted, and the 
politics of duration are constantly pitted against 
one another to show the arbitrary nature of such 
ingrained cultural conventions. 

If Slavs and Tatars are sly and circumspect in 
their approach to geopolitics, the Russian group 
Chto Delat?, established in 2003 by a group of 
activists, artists, critics, philosophers, and writers 
from Saint Petersburg, Moscow, and Nizhny 
Novgorod, operate on a more earnestly political 
level. But both groups, whatever their differences 
in tone, have literary origins. Chto Delat?’s discur-
sive modes of production and dissemination began 
with the (then unnamed) group’s first endeavor,  
a newspaper called Chto Delat? and an event 
located, as curator and critic Elena Filipovic has put 
it, “somewhere between a demonstration and an 
art performance.” Titled The Refoundation of 
Petersburg, the action was timed to coincide with, 
and act as pointed foil to the pomposity of, the 
official celebration marking the three  hundredth 
anniversary of the city in 2003. Such English-
Russian newspapers continue to be published by 
Chto Delat? to coincide with art-world activities 
such as exhibitions and conferences but also, cru-
cially, for political rallies and demonstrations. The 
collective aim to merge seamlessly philosophy, 
political theory, art, and activism, and they draw 
inspiration from an array of sources, from Gustave 
Courbet to George Grosz to the Mexican muralists 
and, of course, the Russian avant-garde. To that 
end, Chto Delat? produce work in video, installa-
tions, public actions, radio programs, and artistic 
examinations of urban space, in addition to pub-
lishing their newspaper and operating a website, 
which means that all of the collective’s films and 
newspapers, and documentation of their installa-
tions and performances, are publicly accessible and 
available to download for free. 

MadeIn, In mass exercise, the greater the conflict between theory and 
reality, the stronger its eagerness to impose beliefs on others, 2010, 
color photograph, 59 x 103 3⁄8". From the series “True Image,” 2010–.

and photographs and videos of artworks, dealing with 
the power of media (“True Image”). MadeIn Company 
was also part of the Ho Chi Minh Trail project, pre-
sented this year at the Shanghai Biennale. 

Aside from these projects—developed by our 
creation department, MadeIn Laboratory—there is 
MadeIn Space, which organizes projects with other 
artists, and MadeIn Research Center, where stud-
ies in fields ranging from art to psychology to soci-
ology are being carried out. We also support the 
online contemporary art forum Art-Ba-Ba.

What is exciting for us is the corporatization 
system. It is a very good way of displacing the 
anxiety of creation, without any individual repre-
sentation. Not aspiring to uniqueness might, in a 
sense, be a freedom. 
madein company is based in shanghai.

MadeIn

MadeIn Company is an enterprise. All the people 
here have been hired: They are employees of the 
company. The company is like an army, and all the 
employees are superstars.

Our everyday work consists of creating, unceas-
ingly. The company’s rule is to urge people to cre-
ate. This is not too different from the way many 
artists work, other than that the system of the com-
pany is not based on deception, as often happens  
in the art world; every employee here is credited.

Since its establishment in 2009, MadeIn 
Company has curated and participated in numerous 
exhibitions, and produced various series of works, 
including collages and installations based on political 
cartoons (“Spread”), “Middle Eastern–style” works 
that touch on cultural clichés and globalization 
(“Seeing One’s Own Eyes” and “Lonely Miracle”), 

Slavs and Tatars, A Thirteenth Month Against Time, 2008, 
mimeograph-printed artists’ book, 11 x 8 1⁄4". Cover and 
interior pages.



168   ARTFORUM

The name Chto Delat? (“What Is to Be Done?”) 
is borrowed from Nikolay Chernyshevsky’s 1863 
novel, charting the rise of the first socialist workers’ 
organization in prerevolutionary Russia, and was 
famously taken up by Lenin in a 1902 call to arms 
that anatomized the relation between a revolutionary 

party and the working masses, as well as the role of 
the individual in the revolutionary process. “For us 
the reference to Chernyshevsky is much more impor-
tant,” Chto Delat?’s Dmitry Vilensky observed in a 
2008 interview with Gerald Raunig, 

because at a certain moment in the late 1990s we 
found ourselves thrown back to the period of prim-
itive accumulation of capital and confronted with 
new forms of labor slavery. In this situation, the 
development of left-wing movements paradoxically 
was comparable to the situation of the first Russian 
Marxist cells in the mid-nineteenth century. And 
Chernyshevsky’s novel was a brilliant attempt at 
writing some sort of a manual on how to construct 
emancipatory collectives and make them sustain-
able within a hostile society. 

Of course, this was not the first time that the group’s 
appellation has been used in the field of artistic 
inquiry. “What is to be done?” was one of the leit-
motifs of Documenta 12 in 2007, while Mario 
Merz’s emblematic work of Arte Povera Che fare? 
(What Is to Be Done?), 1968, transposed Lenin’s 
polemic into a contemporary comment on the social 
upheaval that was occurring around the artist dur-
ing the tumultuous events of that year. The creeping 
ubiquity of this phrase of late has caused the urgency 
supposedly contained in this central question of 
Marxist-Leninist political philosophy to become 
something of a cliché, reminding us that it is easier 
to just cite a problematic than to actually formulate 
an answer. 

Chto Delat?’s installations often take on the 
guise of the Gesamtkunstwerk. For example, “The 
Urgent Need to Struggle,” the group’s recent exhibi-
tion at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London, 
comprised a series of display modules recalling the 
heady mix of utopianism and utilitarianism advo-
cated by Russian Constructivist avant-garde designs, 
such as Aleksandr Rodchenko’s plans for a Workers’ 
Club, exhibited at the Exposition Internationale des 
Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes in Paris in 
1925. This loaded architectural framework was the 
setting for a series of Chto Delat?’s projections and 
films on monitors, including early works such as 
Angry Sandwichpeople or In Praise of Dialectics, 
2005, in which the group marked the centennial of 
the Russian Revolution of 1905 by trying to repeat 
the “praise of dialectics” from Bertolt Brecht’s play 
Die Mutter (The Mother, 1930–31). Indeed, much of 
Chto Delat?’s work draws from Brecht’s maxim that 

our meds. It was all a bit more cooperative with 
the museum and the viewer than usual.
KW: Well, I think there were ideas we were relying 
on that were no longer useful, and that was evi-
dent. But we are still developing a vocabulary; a 
consistency arises that continues to be produc-
tive for us. 
WG: I think it naturally evolved that way. We 
didn’t know where things were going. We started 
with a shared tool—the scanner. Then we incor-
porated different processes and materials. And 
what happened was this phenomenon of things 
cannibalizing themselves: The painting becomes 
a can, the can becomes a sheet of drywall, the 
drywall becomes a table, and if you make tables 
you need to make glassware. It’s spastic. 
Anytime we start making things, some unex-

Guyton\Walker

KELLEY WALKER: It’s almost not a collaboration; 
it’s like impersonation. We are able to imperson-
ate this character and we can take turns. We  
can come and go. I think one thing about Guyton\
Walker that’s never quite been understood is that 
sometimes we’re equally engaged in the work 
and at other times we’re at different distances 
from it. 
WADE GUYTON: We have very different attention 
spans at different times. 
KW: Because we also have our separate, individ-
ual careers. 
WG: After our recent show at the Baltimore 
Museum of Art—which was the first time we 
showed works that had been exhibited else-
where—you said that we killed Guyton\Walker. 
But I thought it was more like we started taking 

pected idea from left field comes in—like the 
candles we made in Bologna in 2008. What’s 
interesting is that these strange aspects emerge 
that may have been edited out by an individual. 
KW: Technology edits, too. Software like 
Photoshop is geared to isolate you. It’s meant for 
individuals. But the process of working together 
allows us to introduce differences into this sys-
tem. Much of the time we don’t agree. The other 
person is not into it and we stop; or we may go 
ahead with an idea and that person might 
become more interested, or maybe not. When 
working alone, I have noticed that the computer 
always seems to agree. 
WG: We need to design a way that we can both be 
Photoshopping at the same time on the same 
file! But right now you’ll work on a file and I’ll 

Left: Page from Chto Delat?’s  
newspaper What Is to Be 
Done? 1 (September 2003).

Above: Chto Delat?, The 
Refoundation of Petersburg, 
2003. Performance view, 
outskirts of Saint Petersburg, 
Russia, May 24, 2003. 
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art should both educate and entertain. Central to this 
commitment is the group’s trilogy of narrative films 
(termed Songspiels in reference to the form of musi-
cal theater devised by Brecht and Kurt Weill, which 
used popular song to deliver stringent critiques)—
Perestroika Songspiel: The Victory over the Coup, 
2008; Partisan Songspiel: A Belgrade Story, 2009; 
and The Tower: A Songspiel, 2010. Temporally situ-
ated in the upheavals and dramatic social changes 
of post-perestroika Russia and its orbit but firmly 
rooted ideologically in Marxian automatist principles 
of collectivism and self-organization, this last film 
takes Chto Delat? firmly back to where they began: 

Saint Petersburg. This fictive documentary follows 
the all-too-real plans of Gazprom, the enormous 
state-controlled energy company that has been one 
of the engines of Russia’s economic resurgence, to 
build a contentious seventy-seven-story skyscraper 
designed to loom over a city listed as a unesco 
World Heritage Site. In the film, a parodic board 
meeting, which takes place atop a makeshift plat-
form, features schematic (and scheming) archetypes 
who enact the potential for art to be reduced to a fig 
leaf concealing the interests of big business. Among 
the sketchy characters represented in the video are 
an artist, an Orthodox priest, and a craven museum 

work on a file, and we’ll send them back and 
forth—and then someone else has to put them 
together. So there are many opportunities for 
mistakes to happen—
KW: What’s funny is, you or I will do something, 
not save the file, and then tell the other person to 
reproduce it for whatever reason. I’ll have a print-
out and try to figure out what the hell you did and 
how to go about retracing your steps. That hap-
pens quite often, actually. And when I can’t figure 
it out, you have to come back and say, Oh, you’re 
an idiot—
WG: Or we give up and it just becomes something 
else entirely. 

That’s the thing. I’m not so loose with my own 
work. Somehow the collaboration really allows all 
of that contingency to become a part of it. And 

even if it causes a problem, some other solution 
comes along to take care of it, which of course 
creates other problems. The way it grows and 
moves around is totally fascinating to me, too, 
because its shape is indeterminate. 

And yet the work has an identity. It may be 
problematic or clumsy and full of failures, but 
we’ve actively kept it alive. It’s a pain in the ass, 
but it is simultaneously a relief. And I learn from 
it all the time. It’s weird to feel ownership but 
then also feel as if you’re separate from it—that 
it’s alien.
KW: Hate it. 
WG: Hate it and love it. 
Guyton\Walker are based in new York.

Guyton\Walker, Untitled, 2009, paint, Formica table, digital ink-jet print 
on drywall, digital ink-jet print on paint cans. Installation view, Baltimore 
Museum of Art, 2010. Photo: Mitro Hood. 

Chto Delat? aim to merge seam-
lessly philosophy, political  
theory, art, and activism, and  
they draw inspiration from an 
array of sources, from Gustave 
Courbet to George Grosz to  
the Mexican muralists and, of 
course, the Russian avant-garde. 

Views of Chto Delat?, “The Urgent Need to Struggle,” 2010, Institute of Contemporary Arts, London. Left, foreground: Film Club Module, 2007–10 and The Origin of the Wolf Girls, 2008–10 (small video).  
Background: The Tower: A Songspiel, 2010. Right, background, from left: Partisan Monument, 2009–10; Partisan Forever, 2008–10. Photos: Steve White.
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needed sense of historical disjuncture. In Builders in 
particular, it is hard not to think that the “social” 
has been forced to stand in for socialism proper, 
even in a group as overtly politicized as Chto Delat? 
The pedagogical turn of the group is seen to full 
effect in works such as Drift: Narvskaya Zastava, 
2004–2005, which charts the trajectory of a now-
neglected district of Saint Petersburg through three 
pivotal moments: its playing host to decisive epi-
sodes in the Russian revolutions of 1905 and 1917; 
its regeneration during the 1920s as an administra-
tive center under the new order, embellished with 
fine examples of Constructivist architecture; and its 
most recent incarnation as a ghetto dislocated from 
its eminent past and abandoned by the economic 
imperatives of deindustrialization and privatization 
in contemporary Russia. This history was excavated 
by Chto Delat? in a didactic research project of 
charting and mapping, which included both archi-
tectural historians and sociologists and was appar-
ently implemented “with a Situationist dérive,” in a 
somewhat vague employment of the term. 

If Chto Delat?’s insistence on “revolutionary 
art” feels nobly outmoded—and their nostalgic 
idealism strikes some critics as no less naive than 
their breathtakingly callow analysis of current social 
and economic conditions as analogous to those of 
czarist Russia—they nonetheless urgently seek to 
reactivate activism and to unleash the full potential 
of collectives through (to use their politically and 
ideologically freighted vocabulary) “solidarity,” 
“collectivism,” and a “different division of intellec-
tual labor.” This last point highlights what some 
critics see as one of the key advantages of the group: 
“As a collective that vaunts the possibilities and par-
ticularities of collaborative authorship,” Filipovic 
has written in connection with Chto Delat?, “their 
endeavors bridge art, activism, and political theory 
with a membership that can expand or change 
depending on the needs of a specific project.” 

While Slavs and Tatars are mostly Westerners 
operating in the West and looking to the East 
(albeit still making work for a Western audience), 
Chto Delat? are Russians playing largely to the 
international art world from within Russia. Indeed, 
Chto Delat?’s efforts to make work that both  
confronts and transcends the conditions of national 
identity and cultural specificity have met with a 
mixed response, and this is often polarized, some-
what ironically, by geographic borders. As inde-
pendent curator and critic Ekaterina Degot recently 
argued in the pages of this magazine, there is a 
marked difference between Chto Delat?’s reception 
in the West and at home: “Those who live in Russia 
cannot help but notice that the much-vaunted social 
activism of the group mostly takes place in and for 

has been endorsed by city authorities and is expected 
to proceed as planned. As Chto Delat? acknowl-
edge, when it comes to Russia’s new order, not all 
voices are equal.

The Tower’s retro form of revolution was already 
evident in the slide-projection piece Builders, 2005, 
a restaging of Viktor Popkov’s 1960–61 socialist-
realist painting The Builders of Bratsk. Here five 
workmen (and women) face the viewer directly as 
they take an obviously well-deserved cigarette 
break from their labors to seemingly contemplate 
the changes they are implementing to the society  
in which they work and the potentiality of such 
actions; the sound track presents a contemporary 
discussion about community. Yet such a sincere and 
straightforward homage to a work of post-Stalinist 
propaganda, however finely painted, is highly prob-
lematic. This lacuna between Chto Delat?’s model 
of the full revolutionary potential of the Soviet 
Union and the reality of post-perestroika Russia as 
it exists now, divided by the gulf of the slow failure 
of the Communist project in Russia over the course 
of the twentieth century (as evidenced by the group’s 
numerous works marking anniversaries in Russian 
history, such as the foundation of Saint Petersburg 
or the centenary of the 1905 revolution), is what 
both problematizes their work and gives it a much-

director who capitulates to the plans of the con-
glomerate in hopes of being rewarded with a center 
for contemporary art to be lodged somewhere in the 
building. Below these caricatures congregate the 
rabble, constituted by equally generic social stereo-
types and differing factions, ranging from affirma-
tive glamour girls to disaffected migrant workers to 
irascible radicals representing the last gasp of a 
once-potent left wing. As we cut between these two 
social milieus and as propaganda lurches into trav-
esty, tentacle-like red protuberances begin to emerge 
and then engulf the hoi polloi below. Just as Slavs 
and Tatars’ mismatch of Malevich with Huey Lewis 
and the News makes manifest the abyss separating 
past and present artistic ambitions, Chto Delat?’s 
contemporary fable unflatteringly measures our dis-
tance from Russia’s Communist and futurological 
utopian vision as emblematized by Vladimir Tatlin’s 
models for his unrealized Monument to the Third 
International, 1919. The difference lies not just in 
the imperatives and intents behind the projects as 
respective symbols of Russia’s revolutionary moment 
and its capitulation to capitalism less than one hun-
dred years later but also in the discrepancy between 
their ultimate fates: Tatlin’s tower, no matter the 
artist’s audacious vision, was never built, whereas 
Gazprom’s more or less conventional skyscraper 

Chto Delat?, Angry Sandwichpeople or In Praise of Dialectics, 2005, still from a color video, 8 minutes.
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hood and regional affiliation, from Berlin to Beijing 
and beyond? The possible answers to these ques-
tions are, it seems, as numerous as the fluctuating 
memberships of such multitudinous collectives. 

Nicholas Cullinan is curator of international  
modern art at tate modern in london.

Both Chto Delat? and Slavs  
and Tatars raise pressing  
questions not just about their 
own collaborative practices  
and political credentials and  
allegiances but, more crucially, 
about the expanded art world  
in which they operate. 

Top: Chto Delat?, The Tower: A Songspiel, 2010, still from a color video, 36 minutes 52 seconds. Bottom: Chto Delat?, Partisan Songspiel:  
A Belgrade Story, 2009, still from a color video, 29 minutes 27 seconds.

the West, even if its latest work, The Tower: A 
Songspiel, 2010, addresses a local issue” (“A New 
Order,” Artforum, November 2010). Chto Delat?’s 
eagerness to associate themselves with the halcyon 
days of Communism and their “revolutionary” polit-
ical zeal becomes more divisive as the group gain 
greater success in the Russian art world and abroad. 

Beyond the possible fetishization of nationality 
and culture that responses, enthusiastic or other-
wise, to these groups raise, Chto Delat?’s appropria-
tion of the rhetoric and idealism of the early days of 
the Russian Revolution is noteworthy. At best nos-
talgic, at worst naive, Chto Delat?, like Slavs and 
Tatars, display a fascination bordering on yearning 
for prelapsarian Communism, but one wonders 
how this might sit with those who lived under the 
reality of the Communist regime in the countries 
whose history the collective purportedly seek to 
reclaim. As any Marxist worth his salt will remem-
ber, history repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as 
farce. The question of intentionality for Chto 
Delat?—and whether their recourse to a retrograde 
form of revolutionary potential is simply a well-
meaning prod to their peers to remind them what 
has been lost as well as gained or, on the contrary, a 
simplistic desire to start from scratch and negate the 
most painful aspects of Soviet history—is one that 
must remain largely open-ended.

Both Chto Delat? and Slavs and Tatars raise 
pressing questions not just about their own collab-
orative practices and political credentials and alle-
giances but, more crucially, about the expanded art 
world in which they operate and which they must 
negotiate. At what point does polemical work that 
flaunts its political claims become radical chic,  
or a collective merely a clique? What is at stake in 
Slavic and post-Soviet reinterpretations of the col-
lective in the wake of specific regional histories? 
Where do you draw the line between art that readily 
engages with an increasingly international context, 
recuperating differing cultural identities in the face 

of globalization, and work that merely panders (unin-
tentionally or otherwise) to a rebranded form of neo-
exoticism? Might a group that contains multiple 
ethnic viewpoints make for better biennial fodder, 
increasing its chances for inclusion and visibility at 
events often still based, at least in part, on nation-


