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Going Together. Curatorial strategies in showing Russian art from the 
perspective of the semiotics of culture  

Harald Szeemann, one of the greatest curators of our time, once wrote: 
“Modernity for me is no longer just a collaboration, but a ‘going-together’”. 
These are the words that inspire the Centre of Studies of Russian Art 
(CSAR) at Ca’ Foscari University in Venice, which unites curators and con-
temporary artists, primarily from Russia, in the belief that it is necessary to 
study and evaluate contemporary Russian art in a world context. However, I 
think it is of no less importance to factor in its national peculiarities and to 
make sense of those characteristics that are common to the whole of Russian 
culture. One of the key issues of Russian culture at all times has been its 
relationship with the West. It is no coincidence that a significant place in the 
theories of Russian semioticians is held precisely by those methods that so-
ciety uses for distinguishing one’s own from “aliens”. Boris Uspensky wrote 
that one should not “view the history of Russian culture as a natural and 
organic process of evolution”. And, indeed, it is “marked by constant revolu-
tionary upheavals” or – to quote Mihail Lotman and one of the central themes 
of his arguments – “explosions”. All this primarily has to do with the fact 
that Russia has frequently (or always) compared itself with foreign models, 
periodically launching revisionist processes that resulted in a radical rejection 
of its own past and an adoption of new cultural values. Resorting to external 
values, however, by no means deprives Russian culture of its distinctive cha-
racter: “alien” forms transplanted in Russian soil are vested with new mean-
ings.  For this reason, the historic periodization and cultural labels used in 
the West are poorly applicable to Russian culture. 
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