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Ost ['ost], German, noun: East
Algos [algos], Ancient greek, noun: pain

The city from the roof of the Zoo Birds Pavilion
Kiev, Ukraine, 2012

Ostalgia. A fiction of welfare

The man came away from a group of silent players, turned around the chess table
in a rush and spoke to me without smiling. First, | thought he was the guard, | was
used to being kicked out of places, but then | saw that his eyes were not aggres-
sive but curious. His question reached me in Russian and, in my poor Russian,

I thought | heard the word yenoBek. It was enough to have some intuition about
what he had just said. My guide, Ruben, translated it all for me: why was | pho-
tographing the building and in doing so, paid so much attention to the walls, the
stairs and the furniture and no attention at all to the people: ‘Why don’t you pho-
tograph me, for instance? Am | not here, right now, the person (4yenosek)?' The
‘person’ presented this question to me at the Chess House inYerevan, Armenia,
one winter day in 2011. This question, which seemed to evolve rapidly into a
metaphor, helped solidify all the ideas and feelings that had been floating around
my photographs: | would tell a story about the oppression of the individual.

Ostalgia is a photographic series developed for over 2 years. It was born in the
wake of a documentation work for the Museum of Architecture in Vienna. | was
a photographer in a research team set up by the Museum whose mission was
to locate and study the official Soviet architecture promoted in its 15 satellite
republics between 1960 and 1990. The series is a subjective catalogue of monu-
mental buildings that testify to a past of heroic intentions, but which reach the
present completely eroded with disappointment. They were icons of success
and progress and, therefore, complicit in political propaganda and the dynam-
ics of legitimization of a totalitarian ideology. Houses of Culture of the Trade
Unions, Houses of Culture of the Socialist Pioneers, Congress Centers of the
Workers, Lenin Palaces, Circuses and Sports Palaces, Museums, Memorials
and Mausoleums, all would rhetorically tell a story of success while appearing
to speak in modernity’s language. Today they stand up like absurd giants, big
dreams invalidated by history in the decadent atmosphere that permeates the
former Soviet republics, generating a physical and symbolic space on which it
is easy to project myths and nostalgia. The hyperbolic size of these facilities in
relationship to a person significantly marked the position of the individual in
society. A mere decorative character, the individual is annulled in its ability to
act in the physical and symbolic public realm. In the Soviet streets and plazas,
furtively passing, small, crushed individuals do not stop to discuss, to debate or
to question.

“Nobody could trust anybody,” are the words my father, Teodor Kurz, often uses to
describe the atmosphere that permeated day-to-day life in the Socialist Republic
of Romania (SRR).Yet his photographs, taken in the Romania of the 1970s and
1980s, transmit something different from mistrust, something that could even

be taken for happiness. Warm and colorful, they show people who seem to live

a life of welfare. These fragments of life that | have subtracted from my father’s
archives (and from my biography), interrupt the monotonous rhythm with which
Ostalgia runs. Which of these two rhythms is noise and which is music? Were we
really happy, Dad? Or rather, have we all played a massive fiction of welfare? Can
you be happy without freedom? Are there fulfilled private lives in the absence of



public life? Can a person be happy even if she knows she is surrounded by limits,
lies and menaces? What would | have been if the Romanian revolution did not
happen and | kept on living in a closed system? Could | be happy then? Do | miss
living in the SRR? Do we miss the USSR?

The ‘Pain of the East’ - if we insist on making a literal translation of the word
and concept Ostalgia - was born in 1989, after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Perhaps
there before, we did not appoint it until the former East Germany, faced with the
rapid changes and the process of dissolution necessary for integration with its
western cousin, felt homesick for its old identity. This yearning, along with a cer-
tain western sentimentality for a disappearing system, created a new mythology
about the former ‘East’. Ostalgia is a linguistic alloy as peculiar as the desire to
reconstruct something that was never there.

— Simona Rota
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MY FATHER GAREFULLY
AVOIDS USING THE WORD
‘REVOLUTION" WHEN HE SPEAKS
OF ROMANIA’S POLITIGAL
GHANGE OF DEGENIBER 1989
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Dnieper River from the People's Friendship Arch ‘Druzhba’
Kiev, Ukraine, 2012
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Ala-Too Square
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 2010
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Residential Area 16th District
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011
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5 The city from the Restaurant Paros
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011



6  Ministry of Transportation and Highways
Thilisi, Georgia, 2011






<7 Bosteri Beach Resort 8  ‘Sputnik’, Issyk Kul Lake
Issyk Kul Lake, Kyrgyzstan, 2010 Bosteri Beach Resort, Kyrgyzstan, 2010







OUR VAGATIONS ARE BETWEEN
11 AND 21 DAYS PER YEAR.

We can buy up to 15 liters of gasoline per month...if you find it. With this amount
it is impossible to go on vacation to the beach and get back home. So, some time
before you should be saving gasoline or borrowing it from a friend.

—Teodor Kurz

9 Residential area in the last ideal city of the Soviet Union
Slavutich, Ukraine, 2012




10 Health Resort Kyrgyz Coastal Waters
Bosteri, Kyrgyzstan, 2011
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Lenin Museum (now Historical Museum )
Bishkek, Kirguizstan, 2010
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12 Plaza in front of the Lenin Palace
(now Heydar Aliyev State Concert Hall)
Baku, Azerbaijan, 2011




13 Victory Monument
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 2010
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<14 Bosteri Beach Resort
Issyk Kul Lake, Kyrgyzstan, 2010




IN THE 19808, PEOPLE SPEND
MUGH OF THEIR TIME QUEUING
IN FRONT OF A STORE. FOR
MEAT. FOR MILK. FOR BREAD. ..

My main task after returning from school is going to stand in line to buy bread.
We can buy 250¢g of bread a day per person. Each purchase is written down on a
rationing card. Once, when we were still at the beginning of the month, | lost the
card. So, | lost the right of my family to get bread for the rest of the month.

—S.R.

15 Memorial to the Armenian victims of the genocide of 1915
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011



um-‘
F¥taRaa!
K PARKING!. -

16 Health Resort Kyrgyz Coastal Waters 17 Central Aquatic Sports Lenin Komsomol (now Laguna Vere)
Bosteri, Kyrgyzstan, 2011 Thilisi, Georgia, 2011




18 Canteen of the House of Recreation for the Writers of Armenia
Sevan Peninsula, Armenia, 2011



19 Health Resort Kyrgyz Coastal Waters
Bosteri, Kyrgyzstan, 2011
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20 The city map of the last ideal city of the Soviet Union

Slavutich, Ukraine, 2012
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Residential area in the last ideal city of the Soviet Union

Slavutich, Ukraine, 2012
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IN1972, MY FATHER WON A GAR
IN THE LOTTERY: A DACIA 1100,

In those years, there were still no electricity or water restrictions for domes-

tic use. There was food in the shops. Bars were open until dawn. By 1987, when

| became a Pioneer of the Communist Party, everything seemed turned off in
Romania: electricity, water, food and words. Every evening from 20h to 22h, we
could getTV entertainment: Russian or Czech cartoons, Ceausescu’s face all
the time, as well as news about the supposed progress of the socialist economy.

Everything was a lie.

—S.R.

22 Museum of the Great Patriotic War of 1941-1945
Kiev, Ukraine, 2012







<23 Gazebo at the Sports Arena Medeo 24 Restaurant of the Seaside
Almaty, Kazakhstan, 2010 Sumgayt, Azaerbaijan, 2011




25 Monument ‘The Cascade’ 26 Ethnographic—Cultural Complex Manas-Aiyl
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011 Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 2010




27 Baku, Azerbaijan, 2012






<28 Bosteri Beach Resort 29 Bus station in the Residential Area 16th District
Issyk Kul Lake, Kyrgyzstan, 2010 Yerevan, Armenia, 2011
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Central Aquatic Sports Lenin Komsomol (now Laguna Vere)
Thilisi, Georgia, 2011




THE WORKWEEK WAS
MONDAY THROUGH SATURDAY.

But on Sundays we were required to do unpaid volunteer work, either in the same
factory where we worked, in farms or sweeping the streets of the city and arrang-
ing public parks and gardens.

—T. K.

31 Infront of the Palace of Pioneers
(now Republican School Children Palace)
Almaty, Kazakhstan, 2010
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32 Sports and Concert Complex
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011



33 Residential area ‘Bangladesh’ 34 Sports and Concert Complex
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011 Yerevan, Armenia, 2011




35 Restaurant Paros
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011






<36 Sports Arena Medeo
Almaty, Kazakhstan, 2010




THE AVERAGE SALARY WAS
BETWEEN 1,000 AND 2,000

LEI PER MONTH. A STANDARD
FLAT WAS WORTH 100,000 LEI.
A NEW GAR - A DAGIA - WAS
WORTH 70,000 LEI.

—T. K.

37 Microdistrict Vinogradar
Kiev, Ukraine, 2012



38 Zoo Pavilion aviary 39 Public University Campus
Kiev, Ukraine, 2012 Thilisi, Georgia, 2011




40 Sports and Concert Complex
Yerevan, Armenia, 2011



41 Student residence for 825 people
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 2010
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<42 Lake Sevan from the Canteen of the House of
Recreation for the Writers of Armenia
Sevan Peninsula, Armenia, 2011




MY PARENTS ALWAYS HALF
SEEMED TO BE SITTING AND
EXPECTING SOMEONE TO GOME
TO OUR HOUSE AND ARREST

US ALL, EVEN IF WE HADN'T
GOMMITTED A CRIME.

Meanwhile | entertained myself with my two favourite hobbies: postcards and
stamps. | had an old medical instrument box. It was blue and lined with white
satin. | found out it was valuable. So | used it to treasure postcards we received
from a Romanian friend who lived in the West. | also got a stamps album with

a blue hardcover that read made in China. All my stamps were from Romania'’s
friendly communist countries. | used to organize them by topic, and when | got
tired of this distribution, again reorganized them by country: Cuba, Nicaragua,
China, Mongolia, USSR, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary.

—S.R.

43 Statue in the last ideal city of the Soviet Union
Slavutich, Ukraine, 2012
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44 Polytechnical Institute
Kiev, Ukraine, 2012



45 Bosteri Beach Resort

Issyk Kul Lake, Kyrgyzstan, 2010




46 Polytechnical Institute
Kiev, Ukraine, 2012



47 Baku, Kyrgyzstan, 2010






<48 Public University Campus
Thilisi, Georgia, 2011
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Textos en castellano

Ost ['ost], alemén, sustantivo: Este
Algos [&lgos], griego antiguo, sustantivo: dolor

Ostalgia: una ficcién del bienestar

Un hombre se separd de un grupo de jugadores silenciosos,
roded con prisas la mesa de ajedrez y se dirigié a mi sin
sonrefrme. Primero pensé que era el guardia—ya me habia
acostumbrado a que me echaran de los lugares que fotogra-
fiaba—, pero enseguida vi que sus 0jos no eran agresivos,
sino mas bien curiosos. Me hizo una pregunta en rusoy,
gracias a mi escaso conocimiento del idioma, lo suficiente
como intuir lo que acababa de ofr sin entender, me parecid
distinguir la palabra yenosek (persona). Mi gufa, Rubén, me
lo tradujo todo, y, resumiendo, venia a preguntarme por qué
me dedicaba a fotografiar el edificio y por qué prestaba tanta
atencién a las paredes, a las escaleras y al mobiliario pero
no a la gente. “;Por qué no me fotografias a mi, por ejemplo?,
jacaso no soy yo el protagonista aquiy ahora?” Esto es lo que
me ocurrié en la Casa del Ajedrez de Erevan, en Armenia, un
dia de invierno de 2011. Esa pregunta con tintes metaféricos
provocod que las ideas y las sensaciones dispersas que habfa
cultivado alrededor de mis fotografias se concretasen en

una intencién: iba a contar una historia sobre la opresiéon del
individuo.

Ostalgia es una serie fotografica que desarrollé durante mas
de dos afos y que nacioé a rafz de un trabajo de documenta-
cion para el Architekturzentrum de Viena. Como fotégrafa
formaba parte de un grupo de investigacion coordinado por el
centro cuya mision consistia en localizar, rescatar y estudiar
los archivos relacionados con la arquitectura promovida por
la antigua Unién Soviética en sus quince republicas entre

las décadas de 1960 y 1990; el proyecto recibié el nombre de
Soviet Modernism.

La serie se constituye como un catélogo subjetivo de edificios
monumentales que parecen testimoniar heroicas intenciones
de un pasado, pero que llegan hasta el presente destilando
cierto optimismo erosionado y cierta decepcion. Construidos
para ser iconos del triunfo y del progreso, fueron complices
de la propaganda politica dentro de la dinamica legitimadora
de un régimen totalitario: casas de la cultura de los sindica-
tos, casas de cultura de los pioneros socialistas, palacios de
los obreros, palacios de lenin, circos y palacios de deportes,
museos y mausoleos... Todos ellos responden a una moder-
nidad formal y programatica, y todos ellos tenfan que contar
una historia de triunfo; hoy se alzan como gigantes absurdos,
grandes suefos invalidados por la historia, inmersos en la
atmosfera decadente que se respira en las republicas exso-
viéticas y que genera un espacio fisico y virtual sobre el que
resulta facil proyectar mitos y nostalgias. Por otro lado, las
descomunales dimensiones de estas instalaciones en relacion
con la escala humana marcan de una manera significativa

la posicion del individuo dentro de una sociedad autoritaria,
su papel meramente decorativo, su falta de capacidad para

actuar en el lugar fisico y simbdlico de la res publica, de lo
publico entendido como lugar de manifestaciéon de la diferen-
cia, el debate y la decisiéon pactada de manera libre y pacifica.
En las plazas soviéticas, los individuos transitan furtivamente;
pequefos y aplastados, no se detienen a dialogar, a debatir, a
cuestionar.

“Nadie podia confiar en nadie”, son las palabras que mi
padre, Teodor Kurz, utiliza a menudo para describir la atmos-
fera que impregnaba el dia a dia en la Republica Socialista
Rumana (RSR). Sin embargo, las fotografias que él tomé en
la Rumania de las décadas de 1970 y 1980 transmiten algo
muy diferente a la desconfianza; transmiten incluso felicidad.
Célidas y con colores vivos, muestran gentes que parecen
vivir una vida de bienestar. Dentro del ritmo monétono en el
que discurre Ostalgia, los fragmentos que he sustraido del
archivo fotografico de mi padre, que a su vez forma parte de
mi biograffa, irrumpen con un ritmo distinto, vivaz. jCual de
los dos ritmos es el ruido y cudl es la musica? ;De verdad éra-
mos felices, papa? O, por el contrario, ,hemos mimado todos
una ficcién del bienestar? ;Se puede ser feliz sin libertad?
(Puede darse una vida privada plena en ausencia de vida
publica? ;Puede alguien ser feliz incluso sabiéndose rodeada
de limites, mentiras y amenazas? ;Qué hubiera pasado si no
hubiera existido la Revolucién Rumanay yo hubiera seguido
viviendo en un sistema cerrado? jHubiese podido ser feliz?
(Echo de menos vivir en la RSR? jEchamos de menos la
URSS?

Ostalgia (el “dolor de Este”, si se insiste en traducir literalmen-
te la palabra) nacié en 1989, después de la cafda del Muro de
Berlin. De haber existido antes, no se le habria puesto nombre
hasta el momento en que la antigua Republica Democratica
de Alemania (DDR) —que por entonces se enfrentaba a los
rapidos cambios necesarios para la integracion con su mitad
occidental—empezé a sentir una nostalgia de su vieja iden-
tidad en proceso de disolucion. Este anhelo, junto con cierto
sentimentalismo del Oeste hacia el Este, acabé creando una
nueva mitologfa sobre la antigua DDR vy, por extensién, sobre
el antiguo bloque soviético. Ostalgia es una aleacién lingufsti-
ca tan peculiar como el deseo mismo de reconstruir algo que
podria no haber estado nunca allf.

— Simona Rota

Mi padre evita cuidadosamente decir la palabra “revolucion”
al hablar del cambio sufrido en Rumania en diciembre de
1989. “Cuando fusilaron a Ceausescu” le parece una expre-
sidbn maés precisa. “;Quién decidié que habfa que fusilarlo? El
pueblo no, eso seguro”.

— Simona Rota

Nuestras vacaciones eran de once a veintiin dias al ano.
Como méximo podiamos comprar quince litros de gasolina al
mes, si es que encontrébamos. Con esta cantidad era impo-
sible ir de vacaciones hasta la playa y volver. Era necesario

ir ahorrando gasolina antes, o bien pedirla prestada a algun
amigo.

— Teodor Kurz

En la década de 1980, la gente empleaba gran parte de su
tiempo en hacer cola delante de alguna tienda, para comprar
carne, leche, pan. A la vuelta del colegio, mi principal tarea
era ir a hacer cola para comprar el pan. Tenfamos derecho a
un cuarto de kilo al dia por persona. Cada compra quedaba
apuntada en una cartilla de racionamiento. Una vez, alin a
principios de mes, perdi la cartillay con ella el derecho de mi
familia a comprar pan durante todo el mes.

—S. R

En 1972 mi padre gand un coche en la loteria, un Dacia 1100.
Por entonces todavia no habfa restricciones de electricidad y
agua para el consumo doméstico. Habfa comida en las tien-
dasy los bares abrfan hasta la madrugada. En 1987, el afio en
el que me nombraron Pionera del Partido Comunista, parecia
que todo estaba desenchufado en Rumania: la luz, el agua, la
comiday las palabras. Todas las noches, de ocho a diez, nos
ofrecfan un poco de diversién televisiva: dibujos animados
rusos o checos, la cara de Ceausescu y noticias sobre los
progresos de la economfa socialista. En las noticias todo era
mentira.

—S.R.

La semana laboral era de lunes a sébado, pero el domin-

go estdbamos obligados a hacer trabajos voluntarios no
remunerados en la misma fébrica en la que trabajdbamos,
en el campo, barriendo las calles o arreglando los parques 'y
jardines publicos.

—T.K

El sueldo medio era de 1.000 a 2.000 lei mensuales. Un piso
estandar valfa unos 100.000; un coche nuevo (un Dacia) unos
70.000.

—T.K

Mis padres parecian estar siempre esperando a que alguien
viniera a nuestra casa a detenernos a pesar de que nunca
habfamos cometido ningldn crimen. Mientras tanto, yo me
entretenfa con mis dos pasatiempos favoritos: las postales y
los sellos. Tenfa una vieja caja de instrumental médico, una
caja azul forrada por dentro de raso blanco. Crefa que la
caja tenfa su valor, de modo que la utilicé para atesorar las
postales que recibfamos de un amigo rumano que vivia en
Occidente. También tenfa un album de sellos de tapa dura
de color azul donde ponfa Made in China. Todos los sellos
provenfan de los paises comunistas amigos de Rumania.
Solfa organizarlos por temas y, cuando me cansaba de esta
clasificacion, volvia a ordenarlos por pafses: Cuba, Nicaragua,
China, Mongolia, URSS, Checoslovaquia, Polonia'y Hungria.

—S. R

Era como si quisiera respirar y alguien me estuviera tapando
la boca. No sé si era feliz. Era optimista y tenia mis pasiones.
Me encantaba la musica, y siempre la tenfa en mi cabeza.
De pequefio yo mismo me construf una radio. Me apasio-
naba el ajedrez; jugabay lefa libros sobre el tema. Tomaba
fotografias. Me gustaba navegar y, con un amigo, construi-
mos un pequefo velero para navegar por el Danubio. Nos
hubiese gustado navegar por el mar Negro y luego llegar al
Mediterréaneo, pero nunca nos hubiesen concedido el permiso
para salir del pafs. A la gente que intentaba huir cruzando

a nado el Danubio hacia la orilla yugoslava la fusilaban.
Viviamos en una céarcel en la que intentdbamos ser felices.

—T.K
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