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Recently a friend of mine architect was asked to propose the museography for 
the Museum of Montjuic cementery in Barcelona. The cementery lais in the 
southern slope of the mountain that goes down to the sea. When you enter to 
the city from the airport you see it on the left. It was open in 1883. The work is 
the result of the increasing demography of the city and the growing of the 
economical power of the Catalan middle class le buryuas. This "big hotel with 
view" for the dead souls was constructed because the small cemeteries located 
in the different neibourhood in the city couldn´t expand first because of the 
urbanistic presure of the surroundings second because they have exhausted 
ther capacity of Inhumation lat. «in» (in) y «humus» (land).  Totally Eclecticist in 
his architecture in a way anticipated the Modernisme, our particular art 
nouveau.  In 1883 Gaudí was 31 años. 
 
My friend was terrified by this proposal. She didnt want to do it at all, in a way 
as it could bring bad luck. Mainly she will need to put order in the materials: 
burial coaches and other parafernalia.  Instead of that I propose her to do a 
total different and crazy project, and from that, we have been doing a reserch 
on the issue on how we deal with deads and dying. We start thinking seriosly in 
which were, are and could be the spaces (phisical and conceptualy talking) for 
the deads, for their bodies, their soul and their memory. Today the individual’s 
immortality seems a more appropriate theme for a serie B-movies than for a 
seriously philosophical lecture, imortatily of soul in vampires, inmortality of 
bodies in zombies, an then we have the clons and so and so… some 
investigations now point the space for our consciensce could be a computer 
along all the immortality. 
 
The history of attitudes to death and dying is fascinating, for a deep introduction 
in the matter in Wesern Culture I recomend you the clasic book of Philipe Ariès. 
Ariès studied death as a social construction we can say he invented this field of 
study. In 1977 Ariès published his definitive statement on the subject, L'Homme 
devant la mort, which appeared in English as The Hour of Our Death several 
years later. From the same generation of Michel Foucault he doesnt really 
share the political positions of the left-wing French historians but he work with 
them and especially closely with  Foucault, who by the way wrote his obituary. 
 
Ariès says where death had once been familiar and "tamed" ( la mort 
apprivoisée ) it was now strange, untamed, and "forbidden" ( la mort interdite ). 
Medieval people accepted death as a part of life—expected, foreseen, and 
more or less controlled through ritual. At home or on the battlefield, they met 
death with resignation, but also with the hope of a long and peaceful sleep 
before a collective judgment. But death has become wild and uncontrollable. 
The change in Western European society occurred in identifiable stages. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michel_Foucault�


During the later Middle Ages, religious and secular elites progressively 
abandoned acceptance of the fact that "we all die" to concentrate on their own 
deaths, developing an attitude Ariès called "the death of the self" or "my death". 
John Donne (a champion of what Europe called ‘New Humanism’) was noted to 
proclaim in his writings: “Death, you should die!” 
Anxious about the state of their souls and increasingly attached to the things 
their labor had won, they represented death as a contest in which the fate of 
the soul hung in the balance. The rise of modern science led some to challenge 
belief in divine judgment, in heaven and hell, and in the necessity of dying in 
the presence of the clergy. Attention shifted to the intimate realm of the family, 
to the death of a loved one. Emphasis fell on the emotional pain of separation 
and on keeping the dead alive in memory. In the nineteenth century, some 
people regarded death and even the dead as beautiful. With each new attitude, 
Western Europeans distanced themselves from the old ways. Finally, drained 
of meaning by modern science and medicine, death retreated from both public 
and familial experience. The dying met their end in hospitals, and the living 
disposed of their remains with little or no ceremony. 
Ariès was particularly interested in presenting his findings in America because 
he noted a slightly different attitude there. While modern Americans gave no 
more attention to the dying than Europeans, they lavished attention on the 
dead. The embalmed corpse, a rarity in Europe but increasingly common in 
America after the U.S. Civil War, became the centerpiece of the American way 
of death. Although embalming attempted, in a sense, to deny death, it also kept 
the dead present. Thus Ariès was not surprised that signs of a reaction to 
"forbidden death" were appearing in the United States. He ended his lectures 
with the possibility that death might once more be infused with meaning and 
accepted as a natural part of life. 
 
I have study probably with a patological obsesion a moment in the history of the 
western culture where a series of happy and violent circunstances that made 
blow up the imagination of new models of social relationship and 
autorepresentation. That means the Soviet Russia between the bolchevic 
revolution in 1917 and the last 30?s when Stalin practicaly killed any 
independent brain. In this two decades under big preasure because of the 
political and tecnological challenges the Russian philosophers and artis went so 
far that we can made a trae link with our present questions and we see they 
have already think about it. 
 
October 1917 was year zero of a new age. One fine morning, the country woke 
up to find everything upside down. The pillars that supported the social structure 
– the political, religious and legal institutions, the ownership of land and houses – 
had all been destroyed and authority lay in the hands of local revolutionary 
committees – ‘Soviets’ – which consisted of workers, peasants and soldiers. 
What did it mean to be a subject in modern Soviet society? It was like a leap into 
an unimaginable future. In the 1920s (and in terrifying exponential progression in 
the 1930s) all aspects of everyday life, of everyday routine, took on ideological 
significance, became subjects for discussion and constant revision in a debate 
that covered family structures, domestic co-existence, sexual relations, consumer 
habits, hygiene, community celebrations, mourning and funeral rites, the 
redefinition of feelings, loyalty, friendship and love. In The Bedbug (1929), a 



disillusioned Mayakovsky suggested an expeditious Soviet method of ending a 
love affair through Prisypkin, the main character of his ‘fantastic comedy’: 
‘Citizen, our love has been liquidated! And if you interfere with my civic rights to 
freedom of feeling, I’ll call the police!’  
 
What should the toys for the future Soviet man be like? How would proletarians 
dress? Who would raise their children? In Everyday Life in Early Soviet Russia: 
Taking the Revolution Inside,1

 

 Cristina Kiaer brought together a series of essays 
illustrating the tremendous shock arising from this kind of attack on people's 
minds: hope mixed with confusion, hyper-excitation and anxiety, even 
psychosomatic epidemics in a population suddenly forced to bring private life into 
step with the experience of public life. Events were moving infinitely faster than 
the human capacity for adapting to new circumstances could cope with. A whole 
generation of people felt vulnerable because they found it impossible to adapt to 
a world that was like a book with blank pages which had to be written and 
illustrated in a hurry. Quite literally, the aspiration of the Bolshevik project was to 
create a new form of humanity. No regime had set itself so ambitious a goal. But 
who would describe this new world stocked with new men? What language, 
symbols and new images would they use to fill the pages?  

 
The mechanics of the brain. 
 
In the 1920s, psychotechnics and behavioural psychological theories so 
fashionable in Europe and Russia came to the fore as the most effective tool 
for the task of modelling the new man. Well known are Trotsky's words of 1924 
in which he ardently proclaimed the scientific possibility of reconstructing man.2

 
 

‘The question of how to educate and regulate, of how to improve and 
complete the physical and spiritual construction of man, is a colossal 
problem which can only be conceived on the basis of Socialism. (...) 
To produce a new, "improved version" of man – that is the future 
task of Communism. And for that we first have to find out everything 
about man, his anatomy, his physiology and that part of his 
physiology which is called his psychology. Man must look at himself 
and see himself as a raw material, or at best as a semi-

                                                           
1 Everyday Life in Early Soviet Russia: Taking the Revolution Inside, eds. Christina Kiaer and Eric Naiman, Indian 
University Press, Bloomington and Indianapolis, 2006. 
 
2 Mikhail Bulgakov's two famous satires Heart of a Dog (written in 1925 and not published in the USSR until 1987) and The 
Fatal Eggs (published in 1925) should be read within this context of scientific-utopian thought. In the former, a doctor who is 
reminiscent of Pavlov (in that he scorns the new Soviet society – whose members come to his practice with the most 
absurd symptoms – yet who accepts political protection to develop his work) is researching human rejuvenation and 
implants the pituitary gland and sexual organs of a criminal into the brain of a mistreated yet ponderous, good-natured stray 
dog named Sharik. Far from being rejuvenated, the dog turns into a morally repulsive creature who joins the Communist 
Party and manages to get himself appointed ‘assistant director of the sub-department of cleaning of stray animals’, which 
prompts the scientist to repudiate his findings and return the dog to its former state. Bulgakov thus proposed a formula 
which the censors would never have accepted: i.e. animal + criminal = stupid communist. Set in the near future (1929), in 
The Fatal Eggs Professor Persikov, director of the Moscow Zoological Institute and a world-famous expert on batrachians, 
discovers a ray capable of accelerating animal reproduction. At the same time, an avian disease is sweeping the farms of 
Russia and killing all the hens. The professor's magic ray is the country's only hope of salvation. However, a bureaucratic 
mix-up leads to reptile eggs being incubated and the country on the verge of destruction by a plague of monsters. Here the 
message is that the progress of mankind lies with capable scientists, while it is the moronic Bolshevik environment that 
hinders bold thinking. 



manufactured product, and say: "At last, my dear Homo sapiens, I 
will work on you."’3

 
 

Seen thus, man was a machine that reacted to stimuli; consequently the task 
was to stimulate him. Lenin was deeply influenced by the ideas of the 
physiologist Ivan Sechenov (1822-1905), who held that all of man's actions, 
both conscious and unconscious, were reflexes. His book of 1863, Reflexes of 
the Brain, led to deep controversy; censored as immoral, it was regarded as 
both scientific work and political treatise. Lenin gave his personal protection to 
his disciple Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936), whose research into the conditioned 
reflexes of the brain4

 

 gained him the protection and sponsorship of the 
government (which continued under Stalin), despite his explicit anti-Soviet 
stance: Pavlov openly criticised the regime both in public and private and 
occasionally threatened to emigrate. Lenin called Pavlov's research ‘hugely 
significant for the Revolution’ and Bukharin described it as ‘a weapon from the 
iron arsenal of materialism’. 

One of the questions that has given rise to enormous interest among modern-
day scholars of the culture and art of that period concerns the connection 
established between multimedia artistic practices and the psychological, 
physiological and psychotechnical research of early Soviet culture. Both artists 
and scientists concurred in experimenting with the senses in the study of 
perception, focusing on the mechanisms which could affect and transform 
human consciousness. The cultural institutions supported research in this field, 
which in turn contributed to the dissolution of the traditional artistic disciplines in 
favour of interdisciplinary practices. Unprecedented experimentation took place 
in the Vkhutemas workshops, including important research on the properties of 
colour. To mention but one example, the architect Nikolai Ladovsky designed 
special equipment to monitor the senses and also devised an apparatus for 
testing the spatial properties of form. 
 
In 1925, Vsevolod Pudovkin, who had worked for four years as assistant to Lev 
Kuleshov, pioneer of cinematographic montage in the USSR, made his 
documentary Mekhanika golovnogo mozga, (Povedenie zhivotnykh i cheloveka) 
– The Mechanics of the Brain (the Behaviour of Animals and Man) on Pavlov's 
work at his laboratory in Leningrad. As Pudovkin filmed his documentary, 
recording the conditioned reflex experiments on frogs, dogs and monkeys and 
their effects on humans, he also experimented with the form of his own film and 
its impact on viewers: through a process involving the repeated opening and 
closing of the eye of the camera in imitation of a blinking human eye, he 
attempted to produce a sequence of images capable of stimulating the 
                                                           
3 Lev Trotsky, Sochineniia, Moscow 1925-27, vol. 21, pp. 110-12, cited by Orlando Figes in El baile de Natacha: una 
historia cultural rusa, Edhasa, Barcelona, 2006, pp. 535-36. 
 
4 Pavlov received the Nobel Prize in 1904 (he was the first Russian to be honoured in this way) for his research into the 
digestive glands. In his controlled experiments on dogs, he isolated them from the outside area of his laboratory (dubbed 
‘the tower of silence’). His work led him to take an interest in what he called ‘psychic secretions’, i.e. secretions produced by 
the salivary glands without direct stimulation by food in the mouth. Pavlov observed that when in an experimental situation a 
dog heard the footsteps of the person who usually came to feed it approaching, it salivated before any food was offered; 
however, if the footsteps were those of a stranger, the dog did not salivate. Pavlov won fame from applying his reflexology 
research to human behaviour. 
 



observer's nervous system. Montage pervaded all the creative processes in 
those years. Artists believed that through it the human mind could be trained to 
see the world in a specific way and regarded the brain as a complex piece of 
machinery susceptible to reconditioning through reflexes triggered by a 
mechanistic form of art. 
 
In his film, Pudovkin worked within the context of factography, whose foremost 
theoretician was Sergei Tretyakov. To put it briefly, factography had been 
described as a ‘literature of facts’ close to journalism, whose task was less to 
document reality than to build realities (and truth) through a creative 
interpretation of observed facts. With the new technological languages, 
factography became a weapon which connected writers, photographers and 
film-makers in the production of films and other propaganda tools at a time 
when the government had launched itself fully into an ideological literacy 
campaign for the masses through cinema. 
 
 
The living machines. 
 
In addition to the mechanistic interpretation of human behaviour there now 
appeared an obsession paradigmatic of the age: worship of machines and blind 
faith in the technological progress sweeping the West that was received with 
open arms in a country where the mechanisation of labour was of the utmost 
urgency. The cult of technology gave rise to an image recurrent in the 
iconography of that period: the hybrid man-machine. Depictions of the new man 
as a machine were the result of strong pressure to increase productivity. Having 
bought peace with Germany in order to extricate Russia from World War I and 
after two years of civil war, Lenin wielded absolute power in a country whose 
industrial sector he was attempting to rebuild at the greatest possible speed, for 
he viewed the modernisation of Russia as the only way to achieve a 
Communist society. Lenin implemented the electrification plan; one of his most 
famous slogans was ‘Communism = Soviet power + electrification’. 
Furthermore, the telephone, telegraph and radio reduced the time needed for 
communication and changed modern society's perception of distance by 
connecting people in hitherto unimaginable ways. Revolutionary literature – 
especially Futurism – likewise developed utopian ideas of a new social order 
dominated by speed. The future would be well organised, efficient and fast. In a 
speech to the Komsomol in 1923, Bukharin declared: ‘We must now direct our 
efforts at creating in the shortest time possible the greatest number of specialised 
living machines that will be ready and willing to enter into circulation.’5

 
 

In 1924, in his famous novel Mui (We) Yevgeny Zamyatin railed against the 
cosmic rhetoric of technology and the possibility of its slipping into totalitarianism. 
For his hero D 503, Zamyatin drew inspiration from a man of the moment: the 
poet, Proletkult theoretician and efficiency guru Alexei Gastev,6

                                                           
 

 who in 1919 had 
published Poetry of the Workers' Blow. Velimir Khlebnikov considered Gastev 

 
6 For a detailed study of Gastev and his importance, see Richard Stites, op. cit., ‘Utopian Robotry’, pp. 149-59. 



‘the poet of the future’, the poet Nikolai Aseyev called him ‘the Ovid of miners and 
metalworkers’,7

 

 and Lunacharsky regarded him as ‘the most gifted proletarian 
writer’. Gastev had taken part in the clandestine pre-revolutionary struggle, lived 
abroad in exile and was an experienced and skilled metalworker. His obsession 
with the rational organisation of work led him to give up writing poetry and in 1920 
to set up the Central Institute of Labour, through which the Movement for the 
Scientific Organisation of Labour (Nauchnaya orgabizatsiya truda – NOT) was 
created. The machine poet worshipped three gods: Taylor, Frank Gilbreth and 
Henry Ford. 

In the 1920s, Taylorism8

 
 was a veritable religion. In We, engineer D 503 remarks: 

‘The brisk crystal bell over my head: seven o'clock, time to get up. 
Yes, this Taylor was unquestionably the greatest genius of the 
ancients. True, his thought did not reach far enough to extend his 
method to all of life, to every step, to the twenty-four hours of every 
day. He was unable to integrate his system from one hour to twenty-
four. Still, how could they write whole libraries of books about some 
Kant, yet scarcely notice Taylor, that prophet who was able to see ten 
centuries ahead?’9

 
 

Romantic yet pragmatic, Gastev's technical utopia is both an aesthetic concept 
with connotations of fantasy and sensuality in its praise of the machine, clean 
glass and steel, and a practical way of thinking aimed at improving the workers' 
conditions: how best to avoid accidents, economise on labour and improve 
performance. Gastev attempted to reduce the presence of the emotions in the 
work process by inventing biomechanics, i.e. control of the body and economy of 
motion. As Bukharin had said, with a lack of engineers and technology, ‘taylor-
made’ workers would always be welcome. 
 
Lectures at the Institute were always essentially practical. Some film footage 
exists of uniformed groups of workers exercising with military discipline and 
robotic precision, their movements reminiscent of eurhythmics. Recording activity 
like this on film so that it could be later studied and improved was part of the 
process. 
 
Trotsky again: 

 
‘More than that. Man will at last begin to harmonise himself. He will 
make it his business to achieve beauty by giving the movement of his 
own limbs the utmost precision, purposefulness, and economy in his 
work, his walk, and his play. He will try to master first the 
semiconscious and then the subconscious processes in his own 

                                                           
 
7 Quoted by Orlando Figes in El baile de Natacha, op. cit., (note 20), p. 554. 
 
8 The American engineer, mechanic and economist Frederick Winslow Taylor (1856–1915) devised a new method for 
organising industrial work aimed at increasing productivity and avoiding worker control of production times. 
 
9 Yevgheniy Zamyatin, We, ENC Press, New York, 2003, p. 16. 
 



organism, such as breathing, the circulation of the blood, digestion, 
reproduction, and, within necessary limits, he will try to subordinate 
them to the control of reason and will. (...) The human species, the 
coagulated Homo sapiens, will once more enter into a state of radical 
transformation, and, in his own hands, will become an object of the 
most complicated methods of artificial selection and psychophysical 
training.’ 10

 
 

The Central Institute of Labour was joined in 1923 by the Time League, founded 
by Platon Kerzhentsev, a theatre critic and NOT member who advocated efficient 
and time-controlled logistics not only in economic activities but in all human 
activities. Vsevolod Meyerhold worked on Gastev's biomechanics, while many 
architects, including Vladimir Krinsky, Moisei Ginzburg and the brothers Leonid 
and Viktor Vesnin, used their planning methods and collaborated actively within 
the Institute and the Time League. Obviously, the Productivist artists, whose 
dream was a ‘well-designed’ future, felt perfectly in tune with NOT's ideas. 
 
 
 
 
 
Will Communism find a way to defeat death? Bio-power, the collectivisation 
of time, resurrection and eugenics. 
 
In his splendid book Hammer and Tickle, A History of Communism Told through 
Communist Jokes,11

 

 Ben Lewis quotes the following joke as one of his favourites 
from the early post-Revolution years. ‘An old peasant woman is visiting Moscow 
zoo, when she sets eyes on a camel for the first time. "Oh my God," she says, 
"look what the Bolsheviks have done to that horse!"’ 

It would not be an exaggeration to say that life in post-revolutionary Russia was 
an experimental field in which the only limit to the limits of reality was that of the 
imagination. The unimaginable had already happened: now for many the time 
had come to start imagining all that could happen. 
 
In his memoirs Ilya Ehrenburg told how in 1924, on returning home after a long 
period abroad and when the NEP was in full swing, he toured different cities in 
the Soviet Union to give informal lectures on life in Western Europe: 
 

‘After each lecture there was a deluge of questions; I made a note of 
them: Why hadn't there been a revolution in Germany? What's the 
latest fashion in Paris? What were you trying to say with Jurenito,12

                                                           
10 Leon Trotsky, Literature and Revolution, 1924, ch. 8: ‘Revolutionary and Socialist Art. Revolution’, Haymarket Books, 
Chicago, 2005, p. 206. 

 
was it a yes or a no? What's worse, a Socialist traitor or a fascist? 
Give us a short explanation of the theory of relativity. Why do people 

 
11 Ben Lewis, Hammer and Tickle, A History of Communism Told through Communist Jokes, Phoenix-Orion Books, 2009, 
p. 24. 
 
12 Ilya Ehrenburg (1891-1967) published The Extraordinary Adventures of Julio Jurenito and his Disciples in 1921. 



have to pay for schools again? Why do you writers fill young girls' 
heads with all kinds of nonsense about love? [...] Does Communism 
offer us any chance of defeating death? Are you in favour of football or 
would you accept rugby too? Tell us about Rutherford's work on the 
transformation of atoms. What's the difference between the "one-step" 
and the "two-step" and what's the most popular dance in Berlin at the 
moment?’13

 
 

The naturalness with which any citizen could ask a lecturer about the chances of 
Communism bringing in immortality shows how confident most Russians were 
that the Revolution could bring the time, space and physiological coordinates of 
the human race to a natural end and the extent to which metaphysical and 
eschatological concerns pervaded the utopian thought of the time14 – as echoed 
in much of the artistic production of the so-called avant-garde.15

  
 

The theories of universal immortalism developed by the philosopher Nikolai 
Fedorov (1827-1903), who had so influenced Dostoyevsky and Vladimir Soloviev, 
and especially his Philosophy of the Common, in which he called for a state 
capable of reviving the dead through scientific methods, now made a major 
comeback. For Fedorov, the possibility of resurrection thanks to technology was 
not only theoretical speculation but a moral need which would compensate for the 
inequalities, wars and injustice mankind had suffered across the ages.16

                                                           
 

 His 
social radicalism, his theories on space travel, support for genetic engineering, 
his obsession with the need to seek ways of extending people's lives and 
improving their health once again proved popular. More than ever it seemed only 
fair that for the sacrifices which the builders of Socialism would have to make for 
the good of future generations, they should be rewarded with resuscitation, 
meaning that contemporary mankind might enjoy eternal cosmic harmony. 
Nikolay Fedorov developed the project this project “common cause”, which 
called upon the modern state to resurrect and make immortal, through science, 
all individuals who have ever lived upon the earth. Fedorov used the art 
museum as a model for the utopian society of immortals he wanted to build. 
The state would become a museum of its own population, and every individual 
an artwork. As the museum’s administrators bear responsibility not only for the 
collection’s inventory but also for the perfect condition of each and every 
artwork, sending them for restoration if they are threatened by deterioration, so 
the state should bear responsibility for the resurrection and afterlife of each and 

13 Iliá Ehrenburg, Gentes, años, vida. Memorias, Editorial Planeta, 1986, p. 39. 
 
14 See Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal (ed.), The Occult in Russian and Soviet Culture, Cornell University Press, 1977, p. 196 
ff.; Boris Groys and Michael Hagemeister (eds.), Die Neue Menschheit. Biopolitische Utopien in Russland zu Beginn des 
zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts, Surhkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 2005. 
 
15 Very important in this respect was the exhibition (and publication of) The Cosmos of the Russian Avant-garde: Art and 
Space Exploration 1900-1930, curated by John E. Bowlt, Nicoletta Misler and Maria Tsantsanoglou, Fundación Botín, 
Santander, 24 June-19 September 2010. 
 
16 Following Fedorov’s death, his friends and followers Vladimir Alexandrovich Kozhevnikov and Nikolai Pavlovich 
Peterson published some of his works under the overall title of Philosophy of the Common Cause: Fedorov, N. F. 
Filosofiya Obshchago Dela: Stat’i, Mysli, i Pis’ma Nikolaia Fedorovicha Fedorova, V. A. Kozhevnikov and N. P. 
Peterson (eds.), 2 vols. CIUDAD??, EDITORIAL?? 1906, 1913. 



every individual. The state should no longer allow individuals to die in private. It 
ought not to allow the dead lie in their coffins. 
Prominent among the supporters of this theory was the Biocosmist-Immortalist 
group, whose founders included the anarchist artists and poets Aleksandr 
Sviatogor (the pseudonym of A. F. Agienko) in Moscow and Aleksandr 
Yaroslavsky in Petrograd. They stated that if every human being was the owner 
of a period of time, then the concept of private property had not been abolished 
completely. The group's manifesto of 1922 reads: ‘For us these (immortality, 
resurrection and rejuvenation) are basic human rights, as is the right to 
movement through cosmic space (as opposed to the supposed rights proclaimed 
by the bourgeois declaration of the French revolution).’17

 
 

Another outstanding defender of the collectivisation of space and time was 
Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, who is considered the father of space technology. A self-
taught philosopher, he received official recognition only at the end of his career. 
His research into rockets paved the way for Soviet participation in the space race. 
However, his interest in the conquest of space was conditioned by a panpsychic 
theory of cosmic life: Tsiolkovsky held that the whole universe was formed by 
atoms of the same kind and believed in the existence of incorporeal inhabitants 
of the cosmos, superior in intelligence to humans and similar to angels, who 
communicated with humans through special atmospheric phenomena, which he 
claimed to have experienced himself. Tsiolkovsky, who drew and also wrote 
novels, worked with the film-maker Vasili Zhuravlev and the writer Viktor 
Shklovsky on the script, screen production and scientific assessment of the 
famous film Cosmic Journey (1935). 
 
The psychologist Aron Zalkind, who was convinced that the human being could 
be completely redesigned, from the smallest mannerism to the most intimate and 
essential areas of his consciousness, planned human reproduction on a large 
scale and the conversion of the sex drive into power or physical energy for the 
construction of Socialism.18

 
 

Alexander Bogdanov went one step further in the idea of immediate, radical 
collectivisation by proposing the Communist exchange of blood, and even 
established the pioneering Blood Transfusion Institute in Moscow in 1926. 
Bogdanov had collaborated with Lenin on the creation of the Bolshevik party and 
was one of the few revolutionary politicians whom the latter viewed as a possible 
rival. In 1917, Bogdanov became the leader of Proletkult, an organisation with 
which the Bolshevik leaders maintained a dual relationship that varied throughout 
its existence but which at least until 1925 neither received firm support (although 
it did receive funds from the Ministry of Lunacharsky, who, furthermore was 
Bogdanov's brother-in-law), nor was censored. 
 
In 1921, Bogdanov abandoned political and cultural activism to concentrate 
exclusively on academic research. He was a great economist and a very good 

                                                           
 
17 Boris Groys and Michael Hagemeister (eds.), op. cit. 
 
18 An unrealised project for a production by Meyerhold and El Lissitzky of the piece by Tretyakov ‘I Want a Child’. The 
object which had to be produced was the New Man. 



science-fiction writer – examples being his novel The Red Star19

 

 (1908), in which 
an engineer travels to a Mars inhabited by a Socialist society, and its sequel 
Engineer Menni (1913) – and he is also regarded as the father of cybernetics due 
to his theory of ‘tectology’, in which he developed an advanced systems theory. 

A qualified doctor, Bogdanov was convinced that blood transfusions were 
capable both of extending life and rejuvenation. In 1924, in a quest for eternal 
youth, he began experimenting with the transfer of blood. His patients included 
the sister of Lenin himself, Maria Ulianova, whose health apparently improved 
considerably (probably because she rested during the time she was in hospital 
and followed a healthy diet). Bogdanov did not only transfuse the blood of young, 
healthy people to the sick or elderly. The benefit was mutual in the exchange, for 
instance, between a young student and an older intellectual. There was in this 
area – in this haematological revolution, this extension of the Revolution to 
haematology – much progress to make, much experience to gain, and Bogdanov 
took an active part in his tests with transfusions. He died in April 1928, however, 
apparently because of a transfusion with contaminated blood. 
 
 
 A term that sought to capture the essence of the period was proposed by the 
artist and philosopher Solomon Nikritin (1898-1965). Projectionism (from the 
latin projectus) was intended to reflect the urge to rush ahead, or more 
accurately, to rush into the future. He applied this term not only to new 
approaches in painting and methods of art criticism, but also to the 
methodology of constructing a new society, to which it was considered 
necessary to aspire. In 1919 Nikritin developed his fundamental theory of 
Projectionism. According to his philosophy, the rational essence of nature is the 
highest goal of technology and culture. In his manifesto he asserted: ‘The Artist 
is not a producer of consumer goods (a cupboard, a picture), but of 
(PROJECTIONS) METHOD – the organization of matter.'20

 

 The method, 
therefore, invented by the artist, becomes the purpose of the creative process. 
The intention was for new ideas to transfer creative energy into further 
development. In the context of ‘projecting the method' even faults and 
paradoxes gained a new constructive sense and value. In the early 1920s much 
project-based research took place that could be considered within the 
framework of Projectionism, including Alexei Gastev's Art of Movement 
exhibitions, the concert-lectures by Leon Theremin and Arseny Avraamov's 
concert series Music of the Future, in which the author demonstrated his 
practical ideas regarding the future of musical harmony and techniques, rather 
than presenting finished musical pieces.  

In fact Nikritin's ideas are reminiscent of Alexander Bogdanov's project of 
Tectology. What they shared was a desire to develop a universal science of 
organization and analysis through a search for structural similarities in all 
spheres of knowledge. Rejecting traditional arts, Nikritin proclaims the universal 
                                                           
19 In Red Star Bogdanov predicted future technological breakthroughs such as atomic fusion (which powered the Mars 
spaceship), computing (with ‘computer-connected’ factories capable of exchanging productivity data), the videophone and 
3D cinema. 
20 The catalogue of the First Discussional Exhibition of the Active Revolutionary Art, Moscow, 
1924, p.9 



principles, common for all future arts, as being related to subjects such as 
sound, image, biomechanics and social engineering. The new language of art, 
for him, was based on terms such as stream, dynamics, density.  
 
 
The Pantheon of Brains. 
 
Vladimir Mayakovsky's brain was huge and weighed in at 1700 grammes; Maxim 
Gorky's was 1420 grammes; Lenin's 1340. 
 
Lenin died on 21 January 1924 at fifty-three years of age after a series of strokes 
which had left him paralysed. The last of these, late in 1922, compelled him to 
retire from active politics. At first it was thought that his body should be entrusted 
to Bogdanov for preservation, so that in a best-case scenario he could be 
resuscitated when science permitted it. This plan was finally rejected, however. 
 
Lenin’s mausoleum in Moscow’s Red Square is particularly characteristic: there, 
Lenin is put on display to prove that he is really dead and will never arise—at 
least as long as his corpse remains on view. The suspicion 
that resurrection is possible or might even have already occurred can only be 
taken into consideration when the corpse disappears. As Boris Groys put it 
Lenin’s corpse could thus be considered a readymade in the tradition of 
Duchamp—a readymade manifesting the finality of death.  
(see the mummy of Jeremy Bentham University College de Londres)  
 
 
Nevertheless, Lenin's brain was removed from his skull before his body was 
embalmed and the eminent German neurologist Oskar Vogt (1870–1959 his 
mission being to locate Lenin's genius within the particularities of his neuro-
anatomical features. The Institute of the Brain (Mozga Institute) was created 
(1927), and set up in a mansion near Red Square.  
The Institute's mission was to gather the brains of the most brilliant minds in the 
country and analyse them, especially Lenin's. Over a period of two years, 
thousands of biopsies of infinitely thin slices of Lenin's brain were performed. In 
his official report of 1929, Vogt argued a possible relationship between the 
exceptional length and profusion of the pyramidal neurons of the third layer of the 
father of the country's cerebral cortex and his great skills, his ‘associative 
thought’, mental acuteness and insight. The Soviets considered Vogt's work 
unsatisfactory as they had hoped for more spectacular results. Nor was Stalin 
best pleased, since he was apparently interested in proving that when Lenin 
wrote his will, which was disadvantageous to Stalin, he had already lost his 
faculties following his second stroke. The Soviet team subsequently continued 
with the research, but the results of that study of Lenin's brain were never 
published. 
 
While real organs were being analysed deep in the heart of the Institute, plaster 
replicas of the brains of most eminent men of the country were displayed in a 
large room open to the public and known as the Pantheon of Brains. The 
exhibition, which also included a number of expectant empty urns, was closed in 
1929. Among the brains still to be found at the Institute are those of Andrei Bely, 



Konstantin Stanislavsky, Sergey Eisenstein, Pavlov, Clara Zetkin and Stalin, 
while more recently (1989) Sakharov's brain has been added to the collection. 
 
 
Sleep is what is needed 
In 1928, the USSR implemented its First Five-Year Plan, a program of forced-
pace industrialization that brought about a frenzy of construction, mass 
migration, and propaganda. Posters announced ever more dizzying production 
statistics, more staggering work quotas being fulfilled. But this all came at 
considerable cost to the laboring population: the working day had also been 
extended that year, rationing was introduced in 1929, and living conditions 
remained for the most part poor, overcrowded, and unsanitary. The shock-
troops of Communism were edging perilously close to physical and mental 
exhaustion: what they needed was rest. 
in 1929, Pravda published an advertisement for a public competition for the 
designing of a ‘garden-suburb on the outskirts of moscow, where workers could 
go to recover from the stress and strain of work. The news sparked a sense of 
great expectancy and caused  a considerable stir socially: the aim was for the 
project to contribute to a model for a city of the future consistent with soviet man’s 
new way of life. The simple rules called for entries offering new and imaginative 
solutions to the problems typical of capitalist cities — overcrowding, exploitation, 
marginalisation and squalor. The idea was to design a city capble of providing 
temporary accommoda- tion and recreational and cultural facilities for 100,000 
people, all within a predominantly green zone — 11,000 of the 15,000 hectares to 
be developed had to be forest. Furthermore, there had to be various functional 
areas: spaces for public, cultural, sports, residential and medical buildings, as 
well as specific centres for children and an area for staff accommodation. The city 
would be autonomous, kitchens and transport communal and all food would be 
supplied by a local kolkhoz or collective farm.  
Known as the ‘Green City’, it was intended that the project should become a ‘city 
of rest’, an ideal soviet community and a prime example of socialist organisation 
of workers’ lives.  The members of the jury were particularly interested in the 
projects entered by Nikolay ladovsky, moisei Ginzburg and Konstantin melnikov.  
It was Ladovsky who finally won the competition with an elegant project which 
fully met the conditions and summarise the architect’s previous research into 
volumetric and spatial composition. However, despite preliminary steps to 
implement the winning project, the ‘Green City’ was never built.  
 
Melnikov’s city of sleep  
During the years of the project, Konstantin melnikov (1890–1974), who designed 
the USSR pavilion for the Paris  International Exhibition of the Decorative Arts in 
1925, was an acclaimed, eminent architect. Among the materials he included in 
his ‘Green City’ scheme was a poster which read: ‘Cure through sleep and 
thereby alter the character. Anyone thinking otherwise is sick.’7 in an extremely 
original proposal which he called a ‘city of sleep architecture’ and equated ‘rest’ 
with ‘sleep’, melnikov claimed that sleep was the best treatment or therapy for 
workers. ‘Today, if i am told that correct food is necessary for health, i reply, “No, 
sleep is what is needed.” everyone says fresh air is necessary but again i 
command that without sleep fresh air will do little for our health.’  
the sleep city was laid out in a circle around ring-shaped transport lines dividing 



up the different sections:  
green zones, gardens, public areas, houses, children’s area, etc. melnikov 
proposed blocks of communal dormitory buildings in the green zones following 
the circular layout. He placed various facilities around the dormitories, including 
mobile restaurants, libraries and sports centres. Melnikov built his model for a 
prototype of a block which he baptised  SONnaya SONata (‘sonata of sleep’) — 
in russian, the root ‘son’ means ‘sleep’, forming a pun with the latin word ‘sonata’. 
each of the building’s wings contained two large dormitories connected by a 
central area with bathrooms and toilets. inside the dormitories, the sloping floor 
made pillows unnecessary and loudspeakers played symphonies and sounds of 
nature — the rustling of leaves, the sigh of the wind, the breaking of waves — to 
ac- company the worker’s sleep. ‘i think that my project is not unreal and that 
soon science and technology will be supported by the poet and the musician, and 
with them man, making my Dream of melnikov’s scheme for the 1929 ‘Green 
City’ competition. the plan is divided into six sections: forest, farmland, garden, 
zoo, nursery, and — in the ‘pie-slice’ — his laboratory of sleep.  
 
For this laboratory of sleep, Melnikov also planned a light, tem- perature and 
fragrance regulation system to create the perfect environment for the user to drift 
into a deep, refreshing sleep. Meanwhile, outside the ‘Green City’, work would 
continue in the outside world at a frenzied pace. Although sleep was the main 
attraction of the ‘Green City’, the architect en- visaged other buildings for the 
waking hours, such as a railway station that doubled as a concert hall, a housing 
complex for the staff who ran the city, a municipal hotel, two pavilions for tourists, 
and so on. Melnikov geared the city to group life; there were no spaces for the 
individual as there  were in Ginzberg and Barsch’s scheme. All the services were 
communal and an extensive network of electric trains ensured communication.  
The city’s design was dictated by a necessary intimate relationship with nature. In 
the green zones there was a combination of sunny and shady areas, sun lounges 
enabled workers to sunbathe in pleasant surroundings, and the buildings 
themselves took care of light intensity and air circulation. ‘energy for the city’s 
needs would be drawn exclusively from the wind, and (…) ani-  
mals would be permitted to roam at will  through a large sector of the town, so the 
weary muscovite could imagine him- self once more a primeval man roaming in 
God’s peaceable kingdom.  Finally, at the centre of melnikov’s ‘Green City’ would 
stand the controversial ‘Institute for Changing the Form  of man’, in which 
according to Frederick starr, ‘melnikov hoped to adapt the individual muscovite to 
the social and mental world of the Cultural revolution.’ This laboratory, equipped 
for  experiments on human behaviour, must be seen within the context of the 
soviet psychology of the time: halfway between the idealistic utopia of the 
improvement of the human being through the creation of the new communist 
man and the terrifying short-cut towards the manipulation and eradication of  
thought with mechanicist techniques. During sleep the user-patient would  listen 
to music and poetry (and who knows what other messages), returning to work the 
next day, transformed, willing and able.  
Melnikov was greatly concerned about  how to achieve that new life and that  new 
socialist city. it was not enough to draw a plan of utopia; it was necessary to draw 
the map that led there. Melnikov’s scheme was severely criticised for its 
radicalism. By the 1930s, the architect, who had not wished to be part of a group 
or to indulge in group activities, had embarked on the road to marginalisation. He 



designed no more new buildings; nothing left his drawing board. He died in 1974, 
shut away inside the house he himself had built that circular building with 
hexagonal windows at number 10 Krivoarbatsky lane, moscow — besieged by 
the new stalinist monumental style that was now the order of the day.  
(this part about Melnikov was write in collaboration with Clara Grífol) 
 
 
Notes about Alexei Penzin article Rex Exsomnis: sleep and Subjectivity in 
Capitalist Modernity, published at The book of the books Documenta 13. 
 
Sleep and power in the society of control. 
In our 24 hour society----> anxiety arround sleep. Our wired, globalized economy 
is based on self deprivation of sleep: more time to work  capital-vampire ataccks 
at night dispositif of control constant consumption, comunication and activity the 
sole non working time. 
 
In our logocentric moment, sleeping has been not studied in a consistent 
discourse in its social, political and philosopical registers. 
Study Discipline: Sleep—Fisiology/dream—Psycology.For Humanities-slep as 
dream . Something useless and ungovernable already in Plato 
Aristotle-sleep/wakefulness actualitypotential sleep as a divine intellect 
 
One of the basic hypotheses of my rearch is the capitalist order of modernity 
privileges wakeful and active time over passiveness and non productivity ( having 
in its horizon a total wakefulness and reaffirms ancient metaphysical thought, 
which had the same preferences. but the new open here is this amivalent 
dimension of subjectivity, which unfolds a perspective of breaking with the 
negativity of metaphysical thinking on sleep, and perhaps thinking on sleep in 
terms of an Aristotellian "divine intellect". Suspension of negative forces of the 
incessantly wakeful modern rationality. Scape of the ontological insomnia, the 
fundation of subjectivity  
Uselessness, sleeping bodies are not instrumental as the art woks. When we 
sleep we become artworks of ourselves.  
 
 
François Truffaut’s film La chambre verte  
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VxsBXyt65Fo 
 
Eleven years after the end of World War that killed milions of people, in a small 
village in the East of France, the journalist Julien Davenne still grieves the 
death of his beloved wife Julie ten years ago. He worships Julie in a green 
room in his house decorated with her pictures and belongings. When he meets 
auctioneer's assistant Cecilia Mandel in an auction house, they see that they 
have in common the obsession for death and become close to each other. 
When a fire destroys his green room, Julien convinces the bishop to restore the 
local chapel and prepare it as a sanctuary for Julie and his dead friends to 
preserve their memories, while Cecilia falls in love for him, but Julien is dead 
inside 
based on the Henry James short story "The Altar of the Dead", in which a man 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_James�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Altar_of_the_Dead�


becomes obsessed with the many dead people in his life and builds a memorial 
to honor them. It is also based on two other short stories by Henry James: "The 
Beast in the Jungle" and "The Way It Came". It was Truffaut's seventeenth 
feature film as a director and the third and last of his own films in which he acted 
in a leading role. Truffaut spent several years working on the films script and felt 
a special connection to the theme of honoring and remembering the people in 
one's life who have died. In the film, he included portraits of people from his own 
life at the main character's "Altar of the Dead" Henry James , also Wilde, Proust, 
Maurice Jaubert 1936 "Concert Flamand". 
 
New funerary services: 
 
http://www.memora.es/ns_servicios_detalle.aspx?uic=en-US&ids=19 
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