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Abstract

The paper develops the concept of penal spectrality - a sense of the presence of those who endured
past penal suffering within environments and among objects related to the practice of punishment.
The residents of Ukhta, a Gulag town in Northern Russia, engage uncomfortably with penal
spectrality and employ two forms of distancing — pragmatic and cultural - to deal with its
melancholic affects. Pragmatically, residents repurpose and reincorporate the things of the penal
past into the social order, finding a use-value in them for the present day. Culturally, residents
engage in the museumification and commodification of Gulag things. The paper advances two
directions for research in ghost criminology. Firstly, we show how uneasy spectral feelings are not
passively observed but actively negotiated. Secondly, in this interaction we show the immediacy of
engaged practical interaction with material objects that points to modes of encountering and
misrecognizing penal suffering beyond cultural commodification and penal spectatorship.
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Introduction

Semyon, a 35-year-old technician working in broadcasting, was born in Ukhta, Komi
Republic in Northern Russia.? Reflecting on the history of Ukhta, a former Gulag prison camp that
had grown into a town on the back of prisoner labour in the 1930s he explained: ‘there’s no
conscious feeling as such, but something inside, well, something oppressive exists. When you let
your imagination take hold, what was here, you fall into a serious depression. At one point in my
life, it was even incredibly difficult for me to live here, | understood that it’s a prison-town...but
then again,” he concluded, ‘you get used to it.” This article is concerned with the ‘something inside’
that Semyon referred to, as well as how people ‘get used to it.” Following a spectral turn in cultural
studies (Blanco and Peeren 2013), criminologists have started to focus on how places are rendered
ghostly, producing a sense of past loss and nullified futures (Fiddler et al. 2022). Conducting field
observations, focus groups and interviews in four sites across Russia, we conceptualise the
oppressive feelings that people like Semyon experience as an affect of penal spectrality. Penal
spectrality is a feeling of unease and melancholia that emerges within environments and towards
objects which point towards punitive and abusive systems of penal power (Williams 2015; Gordon
2008).

The affects of penal spectrality are produced within interactions between people and
things. In these interactions, spectral feelings are not simply given or accepted. We identify two
techniques of neutralizing and distancing those feelings, which we call pragmatic and cultural
distancing. These distancing techniques allow people to misrecognize objects as something other
than for the purposes of penality. Pragmatic distancing refers to how the things of the Gulag are
repurposed and reincorporated in the present day for work, entertainment, and leisure (Navaro-
Yashin 2009). Cultural distancing refers to how the things of the Gulag are preserved for
commemoration or moved to memory spaces such as museums, becoming commodified objects of
penal spectatorship (Brown 2009). These forms of distancing modify and diminish the spectral
qualities of objects and environments. In other words, people get used to uneasy, spectral feelings

by moderating both their engagement in and perceptions of the world around them. But this

2 All names in the paper are pseudonyms.
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process is never complete; specters persist regardless. Thus, we argue that penal spectrality is
always in dynamic tension with processes of pragmatic and cultural distancing.

Russia is an obvious research site to develop the concept of penal spectrality. In conditions
of extreme scarcity and hardship, local communities and economies across the Soviet Union were
transformed by the flow of some 24 million prisoners and special settlers between 1929 and 1953
(Barnes 2011; Badcock and Pallot 2018; Barenberg & Johnson 2022). The Gulag system spread out
over a continent-sized country; therefore, understandings of the Gulag differ geographically
(Khazanov 2013; Etkind 2013). Of particular interest are those former centres of punishment
where camps and colonies were located and internal colonization of the land intensively took
place. This paper takes one such centre - Ukhta in Komi Republic - today a large town that grew out
of a Gulag prison camp in Northern Russia at the end of the 1920s. The people of Ukhta stumble
upon, dwell in, and work with objects that exude a sense of the spectral in the immediate
environment. Specters unveil uneasy feelings of justice lost; they demand a response from their
interlocutors (Derrida 1993; Fiddler et al. 2021, p. 8). In Ukhta, this response often involves
attempts to unsee the past and unhaunt the present —to turn the specter into a spectacle of
pragmatic or cultural use.

The paper provides further theoretical framing in the next section, unpacking the concept
of penal spectrality. We provide more background on Russia, the unanchoring of Gulag memory
there and the appropriateness of hauntological concepts in this context. The paper then provides
details on the data collection methods. In the analysis we show how penal spectrality is negotiated
in Ukhta through the pragmatic and cultural distancing of spectral affects. In conclusion, we argue
for the advantage of analyzing spectral affects as they are produced in interactive practices with

the material world including yet going beyond cultural commodification.

Penal Spectrality and the Materials of Punishment

This paper centres on the concept of penal spectrality. We define this as an emergent sense
of the presence of those who endured penal suffering within environments and among objects

related to past practices of punishment (Bell 1997, p. 813). To paraphrase Avery Gordon, penal
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specters are those structures of feeling through which abusive systems of punishment make
themselves known (Gordon 2008, p. 476). Specters are sensations that uncover ‘the lingering
absence/presence of the “no longer” within the social world’ (Fiddler et al. 2022 p. 342; Sontag
2004; Derrida & Stiegler 2013, p. 38). More than this, specters demand some response from their
viewer. Specters appeal for justice to be done in the name of those no longer here as well as for
those who are not yet among us. By invoking a sense of justice lost, specters uncover past abuse,

exploitation, and oppression.

The emerging subfield of ghost criminology analyses the spectral by making ‘visible that
which is inherently diffuse, abandoned, forgotten, overlooked or deliberately concealed or hidden’
(Carrabine 2022, p. 61-62). Ghost criminologists examine the contours of subjective sensations -
structures of feeling — that emerge in response to this process of uncovering (Ferrell 2022). These
sensations include a sense of collapse in the linearity of time (Armstrong 2010; Fiddler et al. 2022).
Past events appear to draw nearer and encroach on the present. Specters appear in the present
but they point both to past traumas and extinguished ‘possible future[s] that a bygone existence
[promised]’ (Rahimi 2021, p. 6; Fiddler et al. 2022; Good 2019). This sense of closeness to the
residues of unreconciled past social violence becomes manifest in subjectively uncomfortable,

melancholic, uncanny and abject affective responses, a mixture of memory and fear (Etkind 2009).

The interior, subjective experience of the spectral is grounded in the ‘accumulated cultural
resonances of human presence in spaces or objects’ (Armstrong 2010, p. 197). These resonances of
extinguished existences exist within the ‘material milieu that surrounds us’ (Bell 1997; Basu 2013,
p. 115). Producing a phenomenology of such milieu requires identifying spectral residues found in
objects that possess charismatic qualities producing affective responses among those who perceive
and engage them (Bell 1997 p. 816; Armstrong 2010; 2020; Schonle 2006; Pohl 2022). Spectral
materials can possess auras and exude a melancholic affect onto the subjects who interact with
them (Navaro 2016; 2009; Santner 2009). Much has been written on the power of ruins to exhibit
this sense of spectral materiality (Schonle 2006; Dillon 2011; Basu 2013). Ruins represent material
decay and the collapse of the history/nature distinction pointing to the presence of physical,
cultural and social erosion (Pohl 2022). Yet, beyond the ruin even apparently empty landscapes can
still be ‘as sensually immediate and emotionally present as any matter that might fill [them]’

(Ferrell 2022, p. 70; Bauer 2013; Schama 1995). In this way both landscapes and objects can
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produce affective atmospheres (Thrift 2004; Bille and Simonsen 2021). People are attuned to these
affective atmospheres as they move through these landscapes. However, such attunement is a
practice; affects are produced in doing and engaging with the socio-material world (Bille and

Simonsen 2021).

These theories of spectral materiality shift the focus onto how affective dimensions of
subjectivity emerge within practical engagement with the material world. A number of different
terms have emerged to describe this interaction between people and things as regards spectrality:
the ‘embroilment of subject and object’ (Navaro-Yashin, 2009, p. 8); the mixing of souls and things
(Mauss 2002; Bell 1997); and socialities, the ways in which entities, artefacts and materials revolve
around each other (Hudson 2017, p. x). This paper also places affective practices in material
contexts at the centre of the analysis. We focus on how penal spectrality is negotiated in particular
material settings, providing a dynamic analysis of how the spectral dimensions of things of the
penal past alter and change as people engage with them. We argue that objects that exude
melancholic and uncomfortable affects are purposefully distanced and misrecognized to better
manage these uneasy sensations, diminishing the sense of the spectral. We identify two modes of
this distancing in our data: pragmatic and cultural distancing. We utilize the concept of distancing
in an active sense, an affective practice in response to the uneasy sense of past penal suffering and
punitive violence encroaching into the present and projecting into the future. We briefly define

these modes of distancing below.

Pragmatic distancing is an affective practice that involves the reincorporation of spectral
materials into the social order through emphasizing the use-value of the object for present day
needs. In a case study of post-conflict Cyprus, Navaro-Yashin (2009, p. 15) finds that families and
communities subject spectral materials, the residues of war, to ‘recycling, normalization,
assumption and incorporation into the social order.” In doing ghost criminology, Ferrell (2022, p.
84) also places emphasis on the interstitial movement of people and things into and out of the
cracks in this social order. Similarly, Whatmore-Thomson (2020) has shown how some Nazi
concentration camps took on a ‘pragmatic afterlife.” These sites became subject to a utilitarian
repurposing as housing for refugees or as progressive correctional institutions, hiding their history
as sites of punishment and death. In these cases, the utility found in the material, objects and

landscapes of tragedy led to a ‘mute vernacular memory...and a habitus of [avoidance]’ regarding
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the past (Whatmore-Thomson 2020, p. 138). It is supposed that past suffering is subjected to
pragmatic distancing since the sites of such suffering produce ‘a source of a certain discomfort
among the communities nearest them, for whom commemorating [tragic events] is a greater
threat for their collective identity than is neglecting to commemorate them’ (Sendyka 2015, p. 16-

17; Kobielska 2021).

Cultural distancing involves perceiving and consuming objects that have been commodified
or whose presentation has been mediated. In the case of the US, for example, Brown (2009 p. 27)
employs the concept of penal spectatorship to argue that citizens become distanced from the
physical, material reality of state penal practices through cultural consumption. Commodities such
as television series, films, tourism in prison museums, as well as criminological and popular writing,
misrecognize punishment. Consumption of these media suppresses the vision of a more just
society from which such pain will be extricated. Processes of penal spectatorship can be produced
by memorialization, museumification and heritagization. Where memorials are erected, museums
established and commemoration performed a narrative about past tragedy is intentionally
crystallized and acted out for the purposes of the present (Nora 1989; Bodnar 1992). Memorials,
monuments and museums communicate who should be remembered and how, representing
apparent consensuses over the meaning death and suffering. These processes of remembering
create the risk that the memorialized afterlife of such sites will produce distanced, commodified
penal spectatorship as opposed to engaged public empathy for victims and the striving for justice
demanded (Whatmore-Thomson 2020). Walter Benjamin called this process where objects are
commodified and misrecognized a ‘decay of the aura’ that original, authentic objects possess

(Pensky 2011; Pohl 2022).

This paper provides an analysis of the dynamic processes through which the spectral
gualities of things and places of the penal past can be altered and diminished by pragmatic and
cultural modes of distancing. Objects and environments are in a state of flux, not only are they
always in a process of decaying but they also are subject to direct human intervention and
adaptation. We aim to show that as spectral materials change places and roles their spectral
qualities are altered and ultimately diminished. This paper will demonstrate how this process
works through the accounts of inhabitants of a Gulag town in Russia. We now review the relevant

research on the Gulag and Russian society specifically.
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Ghosts and the Gulag

Approximately 18 million prisoners and six million special settlers passed through the
camps, colonies and prisons of the Soviet Gulag between 1928 and 1953 (Viola 2007; Khlevnyuk
2004). As a project of internal colonization, the Gulag surpassed in the space of two and half
decades the combined volume of convicts transported and exploited for labour by other major
European empires over four centuries (Anderson et al. 2018). The number of those convicts in the
Gulag who were political prisoners suggests ‘repression on a scale perhaps never known in human
history’ (Neier 1995, p. 362). While most European polities had disavowed the use of convict
transportation by the twentieth century, in the Soviet Union ‘the selection of remote places as
sites of punishment and exclusion endured’ (Badcock and Pallot 2018, p. 945) The geographic
spread of the Gulag has left social, cultural and economic imprints across Russia and all countries
formerly occupied by the Soviet Union. Those remote places where villages and towns grew up and
agriculture and industry developed almost solely due to Gulag planning — ‘Gulag centres’
(Khazanov 2013) - are distinctive today in terms of their relative levels of human capital, social
trust, corruption and the political attitudes and behavior of their inhabitants (Zhukov & Talibova
2018; Pallot & Gavrilova 2022; Nikolova et al. 2022). Knowledge of the Gulag is greater in such sites
since they are more likely to host those whose relatives were repressed (Khazanov 2013; Gerber
and Landingham 2022). Moreover, the geography of the Gulag still shapes the geographical
distribution of contemporary prisons in Russia (Moran et al. 2011).

Despite these legacies, the political, social and cultural discussion over the meaning of the
Gulag as an historical event is muted in Russia today. Compared to Germany, ‘scholarship on the
Russian memory of Soviet terror is negligible’ (Etkind 2009, p. 185). Some have argued that there is
a lack of political will to produce a consensus on how to interpret Soviet repression (Bogumil 2012;
Etkind 2013). Since the man most responsible for the Gulag, Joseph Stalin, achieved victory in the
Great Patriotic War, and this victory is of immeasurable significance for narratives of patriotic unity
in Russia today, Stalinist repression is discursively sidelined producing ‘a rise in ignorance and
apathy towards Stalinist crimes’ (Kalashnikov 2018, p. 601; Gerber & Mendelson 2006; Sherlock
2011; 2016; De Waal et al. 2013; Durdiyeva 2021). The privileging of a narrative of triumph rather

than trauma is promoted in state-managed curricula reforms in school education which
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emphasizes the imperial, pre-Soviet past (Krawatzek 2021). A recent online survey of Russian youth
showed that when asked to identify the most important historical events of the past 100 years the
Gulag is not mentioned (lbid).

Sniegon (2018) describes these developments as a political process aimed at
‘detraumatizing’ Gulag history, producing multiple narratives that convey no clear moral message
and downplay victimhood. The process of detraumatization involves a parallel ‘patriotization’
of state-managed Gulag history where criticism of the Soviet regime in relation to the
Gulag is blunted (Goode 2020). These narratives emphasize the positive role of the Gulag in Soviet
modernization (Khlevnyuk 2022). Museums that deal with the Gulag are under pressure to
reproduce these state narratives (Bell 2018; Slade 2017; Comer 2019; Zavadski & Dubina 2021;
Khlevnyuk 2021). For example, the Gulag Museum Perm-36, one of very few that existed on an
actual Gulag site, was taken into local state ownership. Subsequently, the museum’s focus shifted
from the suffering of political prisoners to the camp’s plan fulfillment and its role in the local
economy (Goode 2020). Gavrilova (2021) investigates how the Gulag is represented in local
ethnographic (kraevedcheskie) museums in various regions of Russia. She finds that only 10% of
some 800 of these local museums across Russia house Gulag exhibits. Based on her observations at

7”7

a number of them she concludes that the Gulag remains a ‘geo-historical “blank spot”’ displaced
from local context and presented ahistorically’ (Gavrilova 2021, p. 13). These local museums do not
mount any challenge to national state narratives of the Gulag.

The national-level repression of the traumatic memory of Stalinist state crime has produced
the haunting of Russian culture (Etkind 2009; 2013). Injustices are misrecognized through
processes of cultural production and commaodification of penal suffering in textbooks, television
series and films, and museums. These media have yet to ‘mark difference’ between the past and
the present, only able to embody ‘the horror, not the truth, of the Soviet period’ (Etkind 2013, p.
242). In this way, the contents of these cultural products call forth ‘ghosts, vampires, monsters and
other species of the undead’ which haunt the public space (Etkind 2013, p. 246). Thus, the
collective memory of trauma in Russia has remained ‘unanchored’ in an ‘oversaturated solution
[that] refuses to produce any sediment’ (Ibid. p. 11). However, this collective memory should be

disaggregated to understand how exactly this unanchoring manifests itself not only in the

consumption of state narratives or haunted media but in citizens’ everyday lives. The memory of
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the Gulag in Russia remains ‘diverse, fragmented, compartmentalized and
localized...[remembered] much more in such former centers of the Gulag as Magadan, Norilsk and
Vorkuta, than in Moscow or Saint-Petersburg’ (Khazanov, p. 133).

The paper now moves to one such Gulag centre: Ukhta in Komi Republic. Ukhta is a town of
100,000 people that was built using Gulag labour. The first penal expeditions founded the
settlement of Chibyu in 1929 in an area that was already known for its oil deposits. In 1931, the
penal camp Ukhtpechlag was created. On the 10" May 1938, the camp was divided into four
separate camp administrations across a wide territory within Komi: Ukhtizhemlag, Vorkutpechlag,
Ust’'vymlag, and Sevzheldorlag (Zelenskaya-Zysman 2016). These camps held approximately 54,700
prisoners though the number is still disputed and may be higher (Ibid). In the years of the Great
Terror of 1937-1938, Gulag prisoner uprisings occurred. Prior to these years, Ukhtpechlag’s
prisoners had been prevented from escape only by the remoteness of the location and the
harshness of the surrounding landscape. After 1938, camp units (lagpunkty) were zoned off from
free settlements, and from each other, with barbed wire. Some of these units provided the basis
for the contemporary prison-colonies that still ring Ukhta. In the present day, 21 penal facilities
operate in Komi Republic, five of which are in the vicinity of Ukhta — three corrective-labour
colonies, one prison hospital and one remand prison.

In this context, the paper analyses penal spectrality in Ukhta. We aim to reveal how spectral
feelings of melancholia and unease emerge, invoked by the residues and resonances of
punitiveness, mass incarceration and convict settler colonialism, and then are suppressed. We find
that in many cases the spectral things of the Gulag become unhaunted due to pragmatic distancing
- they are utilized, lived in, and institutionally repurposed for industry, entertainment and the
contemporary punishment of offenders. Moreover, spectral materials become subject to
museumification reproducing them as items for cultural consumption and spectatorship. We now

describe the data and methods used in the paper before turning to an analysis of those data.

Data and Methods

The data from this paper come from four sites where research was conducted between July

2019 and December 2020 in separate locations in Russia: Moscow, St. Petersburg, Tomsk (Western
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Siberia) and Ukhta. These locations were selected based on the presence of a museum either
entirely dedicated to Gulag history or with permanent exhibitions concerning Gulag history. We
matched a national Gulag museum with no physical or direct relationship to Gulag sites

(Moscow) with a local Gulag museum that was previously a Gulag jail (Tomsk). We then matched a
national political history museum with no direct link to a Gulag site (St Petersburg), to a local
ethnographic museum in a site with strong links to Gulag camps in the surrounding area

(Ukhta). All museums received some state funding at the federal, regional or municipal level and
were subjected to federal oversight directly or indirectly. Variation in the museum sites is given in

the table below:

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

The same research team spent around one month at each site observing visits and tours,
making extensive research diaries and interviewing historians and museum guides, curators and
directors. At each site four focus groups were carried out with local residents. To conduct research
into the spectral requires a reorientation towards ‘residues...developing a sociology of the residual’
(Ferrell 2022, p. 75; Bell, 1997 p. 817). Armstrong (2010; 2020) suggests that spectral
ethnographers first reflect on their research sites to access the researcher’s own sense of the
resonances and residues of the past. In line with these suggestions, the team spent time in and
around the towns and visited nearby sites connected to Gulag history before conducting focus
groups. Participants were then recruited through various strategies: advertisements in print and
online, approaching people on the street, and through already existing networks. Participants in
any one focus group could not be related to each other or be friends. Focus groups were organized
by age categories: Young Adult (18-25), Early Middle Age (30-35), Late Middle Age (45-50) and
Elderly (60+). Groups averaged seven participants in size with a total of 110 participants across the
16 groups. The overall gender balance was 50% female, 50% male. Gender representation never
fell below 33% in any focus group. Other than gender and age representativeness, we sought

respondents who were long-term residents of the site or its environs.
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Participants were first taken on a tour of the museum or Gulag-focused exhibition led by a
professional tour guide. Researchers made notes of energy levels, participant interaction with each
other, the tour guide and exhibits, as well as noting variation in tour guide narratives. On
completion of the tour participants gathered in a quiet room provided by the museum and
discussed questions put to them by researchers. The focus groups were filmed and recorded then
transcribed and analysed using qualitative data analysis software. Responses were coded in terms
of media through which knowledge and memories of the Gulag was acquired. All participants were
provided with participant information sheets and completed informed consent forms. Names were
anonymized in transcription. Where research was impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic all health
precautions were taken and local rules followed. Where necessary, participants wore masks and
observed social distancing.

In terms of historical focus, the period of the Gulag is complex, encompassing the process
of dekulakization and collectivization in the early 1930s, the Great Terror of 1937-1938, the
deportations of entire peoples before, during and after the Great Patriotic War, the repressions
that followed the end of the war, through to the post-Stalin period when the Gulag was reduced in
size and reformed under Beria and then Khrushchev. As such, the focus group questions were
baggy in their framing, allowing respondents to bring forward their own understanding of this

period. During the focus groups, participants were asked questions in four modules:

1.00The location: living in the city, knowledge of the museum and its place in the
urban geography of the city

2.[1The museum: reflections on the tour and the museum exhibits

3.00The Gulag: previous knowledge, sources of knowledge, family history, moral
valence, relevance, if any, for today

4.00Contemporary punishment: knowledge of prisons, perception of prisoners,

perceived breaks with the past and continuities

In response to blocks 3 and 4 research participants in Ukhta, much more frequently than in
other research sites, reflected on unmediated interactions with the physical remnants of the Gulag

in their everyday lives. Participants literally found objects of the Gulag all around them. From their
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discussion of this intermingling and the feelings it elicited, the team were able to plot
‘interconnected resonances, echoes and presences’ that were found in Ukhta, in some cases
visiting the places mentioned by respondents (Armstrong, 2010). Respondents may of

course report their feelings and perceptions based on prompts they receive from other
participants and from the museum experience (Tiberghien & Lennon 2019; Reed & Roskell-Payton
1997). The goal was to compare across groups, assessing how modes of interaction and knowledge
acquisition about the Gulag past were discussed in different locations, across generations, and
following different museum experiences. The tour of the museum was used to submerge
participants in the topic, allowing them to consider the museum’s presentation of Gulag history in
comparison with their own understanding.

Turning to the examination of the data from Ukhta, the focus of our analysis is based on the
preceding discussion of penal spectrality. We examine how the spectral qualities of places and
objects are diminished through pragmatic and cultural distancing. Firstly, we show how spectral
material, sometimes found in nature, is recycled, repurposed, and reincorporated as objects with
use-values that pragmatically serve human needs in the present. These objects range from small
utensils to whole institutions. Secondly, spectral material can be commodified in culture and

museums, becoming artefacts for detached observation, artistic admiration, and fetishisation.

Pragmatic Distancing: Utilizing, Repurposing and Reincorporating Gulag Things

Around Ukhta in the forests and tundra of the north of Russia, local people go to pick
mushrooms, have picnics, fish, walk, play, rest, and spend time at their country cabins (dachas) and
allotments. In these places, often marked by human absence, participants talked about their
encounters with lingering presences. As Ksenia (45-50) described it: ‘you’ll come upon some
objects, tools of some sort of craft or something and you, like, stand there, you’re guessing...what
is this, what would this have been for?’ Manufactured objects from the penal past point to human
intentionality. Uncertainty and unease about the rationale for the existence of an object of the
penal past can be mitigated by repurposing the material for practical use in the present. Nikolai

(45-50) explained that ‘we have a place here where we go mushroom-picking and we come across
12
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these objects, and for us it is, somehow, well, natural, yes...Even the watchtowers weren’t scary for
us, we climbed them. There were barracks, we overnighted in them.” By framing the ruins as no
longer belonging to the social world - ‘they are natural’ - or by finding a purpose in the ruins such
as exercise, exploration, and shelter, Nikolai and his fellow mushroom-pickers are able to distance
themselves from the abusive systems of power that these objects signpost. The watchtower, it is
implied, should be scary, but scariness can be suppressed and the objects defined by their use-
value. Nikolai continued: ‘OK, a camp is a camp, fine, let’s go fishing — done...that is, for us it was,
somehow, probably, not that tragic. And to understand how tragic it is, probably, isn’t
possible...we were kids and that was it.’

Just outside Ukhta, in areas where camps once stood, some respondents had country
cabins and allotments. lvan (45-50) constantly unearthed old Gulag structures which he found
inconvenient for working at his dacha: ‘my dacha is right there in those Gulag areas. We are digging
up the plot at the moment and every so often we dig out loads of old horseshoes, they’ve been
there for years...all sorts of materials come right out...the soil isn’t right since some old
foundations are emerging’. Ivan conveyed both annoyance and discomfort at the remnants of the
Gulag he found in a personal space of rest and leisure. The remnants were better removed and
replaced with the curated natural materials of a dacha allotment. In this case, spectral materials
are reinterpreted as the abject (Navaro-Yashin 2009), a nuisance in the dirt to be rid of and
expelled from the site rather than preserved or repurposed.

The spectral haunts Ukhta’s industrial infrastructure. The railway that still links Ukhta with
Syktyvkar in the south and Vorkuta in the north was built by Gulag prisoner labour. Alexei (45-50)
travelled along the railway as part of his work. The railway, despite being a regular form of transport,
invoked a sense of past toil and death: ‘we have, it seems to me, a more somber attitude towards
the railway that we have built here up to Vorkuta, as they say exactly, they say, on bones...because
| travel from here up there on business and | constantly think about it [the camps].” The road of
bones is not simply a metaphor, mass graves are found along the line. More than 40,000 people may
have died building this long stretch of railway that reaches into the Arctic Circle (Kulikova 2020).
Alexei continued: ‘you travel along and think [about the camps] — | mean, you see it — tundra, the

wide-open fields...it's just depressing.’ The railway was discussed by every focus group:
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Konstantin (60+): The whole republic of Komi, not so much now, but before, you travel
along the train track and it’s just camps, camps, big camps.
Evgenii: All lit up.
Konstantin: Yes.
Irina: As | say, | can’t understand why they accuse Solzhenitsyn of slinging mud when

the whole of the North was camps.

Prior to this exchange, respondents in the focus group had just been discussing whether
Alexander Solzhenitsyn — the former prisoner and author of The Gulag Archipelago - had reliably
described the historical truth of the Gulag in his works. Irina draws the distinction between penal
spectatorship and penal spectrality in her defense of the author. It is possible to read and detachedly
critique Solzhenitsyn’s work as a cultural product yet the residents of Ukhta do so while unavoidably
running up against the spectral evidence (Baer 2013) of the scale of the camp system that the railway
system presents to them.

The tension between penal spectrality and penal spectatorship is manifested in cultural
landmarks such as the theatre building in the town centre. The Ukhta House of Culture, now a
church, is a cultural artefact, its form manifesting established architectural aesthetics. It is a ‘Gulag
theatre’ first built within camp grounds from wood by prisoners in 1934, and rebuilt from brick in
1951 after a fire (Kaneva 2001). Prisoner actors, artists, singers and musicians performed at the
venue for other prisoners, guards, and settlers. For focus group participants, the building also

elicited ghostly feelings.

Stanislav (30-35): About the theatre, yes, cultural life, well | knew that Moroz [Yakov,
head of the Ukhta camp system 1931-1938, who was himself executed in 1940]
wanted to make the cultural capital of the North right here, with all the trappings,
roughly speaking, of a modern, big city of culture. But all he had was some wood and
cement for that.

Semyon: And a couple of hundred prisoners.

Stanislav: Yes. A couple of thousand!
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The theatre’s building materials manifested the congealed unfree lives and labour time of
Gulag prisoners. It produced echoes of historical performances by talented cultural figures
convicted and deported to Ukhta, mixed in with the spectral materials of wood and brick used by
those prisoners for construction. Yet, for a long time after the camp had disappeared its practical
and cultural purpose as a site of entertainment remained incorporated into everyday life.

The presence of prison colonies around Ukhta is one more pragmatic use that has lived on
from the Gulag camps. Respondents in Ukhta and in Tomsk, to a much greater degree than
respondents in Moscow and St Petersburg, spoke about how proximity to functioning prisons
called forth a spectral sense of the victims of the Gulag. Often this was expressed as a simple
matter of continuity. The Gulag camps never fully closed. Many prison colonies of the region are
direct descendants of those camps: ‘everything has been preserved...the facilities, probably, come
from that time...I don’t know if [prisoners] are chopping wood somewhere...but the actual camp
system, the barracks, those same watchtowers, that really still exists’ (Ekaterina 45-50). Prisons

were the most immediate remnants of the Gulag for lvan (18-25):

Ivan: Let’s start with the fact that we have near Ukhta how many - four prison
colonies? Five?

Moderator: And they are all from that [Gulag] time?

Ivan: They, they are yes. Oh, sorry, four colonies and one prison hospital. As if that
makes a difference. That’s how it is in Komi, the same in Sindor [local town], there’s
a colony, everywhere colonies, in Dezhnevo [a local town]. You travel into Dezhnevo,
you see, either the North, or Magadan, and that’s all there is [shows the place on the

back of the hand where prison tattoos are often imprinted].

There was nothing imprinted on the back of Ivan’s hand. The gesture indicated the absent
presence of a social world constructed in the Gulag prison camps that had developed elaborate
visual forms of communication. The gesture pointed to those who were now absent but had toiled,
suffered and died to bring into being the communities of Sindor, Dezhnevo and Ukhta. Those
toiling prisoners no longer existed but their presence could be sensed in implicit informal norms of

tattooing, slang and physical gestures as well as the presence of the contemporary colonies that
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stood on what had once been Gulag camp sites. ‘Magadan’ and ‘the North’ in Ivan’s usage
referenced not only specific places but a linguistic shorthand for a way of being; the generalised
specters of exile and punishment that haunt swathes of Russia. For most Russians, the Gulag town
of Magadan in the remote far north eastern coast of Russia is physically thousands of miles away
but its name calls up specters at hand: ‘an appearance of nearness in the presence of distance’
(Armstrong 2010, p. 247).

While some of the old camps were reincorporated into the smaller post-Gulag prison system,
other penal facilities were repurposed as living quarters. Irina (60-65) remembered the time when

her family had moved to Ukhta:

We lived in a building that used to be a prison. There were those cells...There were
bars in the middle of the corridor, we couldn’t work out what they were for in the
beginning...and further out 20 or 30 meters there was a field with pits...and we played
there all the time. Like a hiding place where you could take toys...then later | heard
that people had been shot and buried there...there were no crosses, no inscriptions,

no numbers like there were in other burial sites.

What had been a prison was considered home. Just as other respondents, she mentioned
the search for human intentionality in the objects she came across within that home, trying to
work out the purpose of the bars in the corridor. The pits nearby, actually a mass grave, were
repurposed as a playground. Others admitted that parts of town built by prisoner labour produced
affective atmospheres that signaled the penal past. Olga (30-35), for example, felt that the town’s
built environment spoke to her about her history while the people in her family who had
experienced repression remained silent. ‘When we lived in Pioneer-Hill, we didn’t really think
about it [the Gulag]...the thing is it is really tough to find out about it. For example, my aunt was
born in prison in Ukhta, granddad was doing time, he was repressed...but grandma doesn’t say
much...but when we moved to the old town, here we really felt that this actually was a town of
prisoners.’

In summary, spectral objects of the penal past are found everywhere in Ukhta. Residents

actively attune themselves to the affective atmosphere around such objects. They negotiate the
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uneasy affects of penal spectrality through pragmatically distancing the things of the penal past. By
finding utility in these things, and engaging actively with them, these objects become repurposed
and reincorporated into the social order. In this process, past penal suffering is not always
recognized, though its specter still lingers and can reemerge. The next section takes up the theme
of recognition, looking at certain objects and sites in Ukhta that have at some point been
commemorated. We find that attempts at memorialization do not always succeed and can produce
forms of cultural distancing and commodification that fail to fully anchor the past or find justice for

Ukhta’s specters.

Cultural Distancing: Museumification, Memorialization and Commodification

Nikolai Bruni, a poet, priest, engineer and decorated wartime pilot from St. Petersburg, was
arrested on charges of espionage in 1934. He was sent to Ukhta in 1935 on a five-year sentence. In
1937, during the Great Terror, he was arrested again and accused, among other things, of
promoting religious traditions among Ukhta’s prisoners. He was given a death sentence. He was
executed on the banks of the Ukhtarka River at some point in the first months of 1938. The exact
place of execution is uncertain though a total of 2519 others from the Uktpechlag camp complex
were executed in the Great Terror of 1937 and 1938, many at the same Novaya Ukhtarka camp site
(Takie Dela 2018). His family did not know his exact fate for almost 20 years. Bruni was
posthumously rehabilitated in 1956 during the destalinization period.

A brilliant artist, Bruni had been commissioned to sculpt a statue of Alexander Pushkin
directly before his second arrest. The commission was part of commemorative activities to mark
100 years since the death of Pushkin, a man who himself had been subject to exile in the 1820s.
Only months before being executed, Bruni finished work on his imposing sculpture of Pushkin
made from wood, cement, brick and plaster. Bruni’s Pushkin would become an icon of Ukhta,
moving on a number of occasions to various prominent spots around the town centre. In the
1960s, the sculpture was repaired and cared for by Antanas Ambrulevicius a Lithuanian political
prisoner who had also been deported to Ukhta for his partisan activities in the occupied Baltic

States. Once Ambrulevicius left, the statue began to weather. In the 1990s, it was carefully
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entombed in a sarcophagus and looked after by local artists. An exact replica, poured from bronze
in St. Petersburg, was eventually produced and brought to Ukhta in 1999. As the replica entered
the town to be erected on a plinth, the sarcophagus of the old statue was opened up. Bruni’s
daughter, in Ukhta by invitation, entered the sarcophagus. Sobbing, she stroked Pushkin’s hands
and spoke to the statue, addressing not Pushkin but her long dead father (Vorontsova 2009).

A portion of Bruni’s original Pushkin statue has been moved to the Ukhta Ethnographic
Museum. It is now the centerpiece of the museum. The statue exhibits spectral qualities: just as
Bruni’s daughter spoke to her father in the shape of this monument sixty years after his death,
locals also believe that Bruni’s face can be seen in the statue. The illusive presence of Bruni in the
statue led one focus group participant to accidentally misidentify the statue: ‘they took the old
statue of Bruni, ah...[the statue] that was made by Bruni’ (lvan 18-25). Now in the museum, the
statue’s spectral qualities have given way to the distanced spectatorship of a curated display. In
some observed cases, tour guides discussed the statue without any reference to Bruni’s status as a
prisoner or his tragic death. On one observed occasion, a visitor asked whether it was true that
Bruni’s image could be found in the statue’s sinews but was quickly disabused of the notion. In
interview, a museum curator explained that the museum’s display about the monument
represented the materiality of Gulag labour: ‘the Pushkin monument is touching because of its
impermeability. It’s hard to imagine that in 1937 this huge monument was made by a person
working practically alone and only with the materials he had to hand.” The physicality of the statue,
its material presence, on this account, is what elicits affective responses, not the tragic
extinguishing of the skills and potential of its creator. This interpretation fits the overall narrative
that the museum aims to produce: the Gulag and its prisoners were not tragic but triumphant.
They forged culture and civilization out of the brutal landscape of Northern Russia. This narrative
did not stimulate the focus group participants however; there are few references to Bruni or
discussions of the Pushkin exhibit in the focus groups.

Nataliya (30-35), however, in one rare case did say: ‘I liked one detail...on the ceiling there’s
a net of barbed wire that they got from some place somewhere on the edge of town, so, | reckon
those elements show how what happened was multi-faceted, here’s Pushkin and here’s a metal
door.” The metal door in question came to the museum from a nearby Gulag site. It was one of the

doors to an isolation unit where prisoners were punished for breaches of camp regulations. The
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door was moved to the museum and used as a display item for the new Gulag exhibition where it
now stands. In the very process of making the display, one museum curator claimed to have
engaged in a form of reenactment of the physical labour of the Gulag prisoners. ‘Those people who
came here they built everything with their own hands... And we decided to do the same thing with
the Gulag [exhibit]... we made it all ourselves with our own hands, we painted the walls, unwound
the barbed wire, iron instruments were deliberately left uncleaned, unprocessed...to create a
somewhat repressive atmosphere’ (Museum Curator Expert Interview A).

The curators aimed at producing an emotional impact from the display. To do so they
decided to leave the things of the Gulag they collected for curation as they would be found in
nature: a nod to the spectral qualities of ruins and abandoned places and things. Tours at the
museum often involved commentary about the acquisition and original locations of museum
artefacts. The museum curators wished to preserve the spectral qualities of these artefacts
including those of the isolation unit door. ‘With that iron door we are showing that...it was harsh.
Those moments get to people, | saw that the iron door really touches people because when you
look through its peep-hole you see fate. We see those people who were behind that door’
(Museum Curator Expert Interview A). Peering through the peephole, a number of photographs of
former prisoners are visible. Yet, the references to ‘touching’ and ‘seeing’ here are also used in a
spectral sense: looking through the peephole at the distant photographs beyond is intended to
make the absent victims of the Gulag somehow present. As such, the door is employed as a
spectral sign in the museum pointing to the lives and deaths of the people who once stood behind
it.

Nevertheless, the spectral qualities of the door and other items are diminished once
repositioned in the museum. Some focus group respondents knew the original place of the door
and had seen it in nature. Their recollections convey a sense of the spectral presence of the
original location. ‘In the 90s or in the 80s...we went there just to have a look at the ruins of the
[camp] isolation unit. Well, when you enter you understand how awful [it was]. And all the more if
you go there in winter you understand that...it simply isn’t possible to survive’ (Evgenii 60+). By
placing the door in the broader context of the museum narrative about the Gulag, the suffering
that the door represents is juxtaposed with the ultimate good that the Gulag brought to Ukhta: the

being of the town itself. Attention to the achievements and contributions of Ukhta’s prisoners
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created a vindicatory narrative of Gulag history. During the tours observed by the research team
the prisoner death rate was never mentioned, executions and torture were referred to only in
passing. When asked during interview about what the Gulag exhibition was intended to highlight,

one museum curator explained:

The task of the exposition is to show the visitor the contribution that prisoners made
in the development of industry and culture...thanks to the fact they were here and put

down the strongest base, foundation, out of which the town grew.

Perhaps in part due to the museum’s prompts, focus group participants often highlighted
this very fact - that the presence of the town and many of the settlements in Komi Republic were
only possible through the absenting of people from their places of origin and their incarceration in
Ukhta. When asked about the moral meaning of the Gulag, more responses in Ukhta than any
other research site were coded as a ‘modernization trade-off narrative.” That is, the Gulag was a
tragedy but one that was necessary to bring Ukhta into being along with the towns of the North, all
of which were ‘born of the Gulag’ in the words of Ivan Ivanovich (45-50). The youngest focus group

(18-25) concurred:

Moderator: So, without prisoners Ukhta just wouldn’t exist?

Evgenia: Of course not.

Elena: Of course not.

Ivan: Of course it wouldn’t.

Moderator: How do you feel about that?

Evgenia: Sort of, it’s all the same. What happened, happened.

Ivan: Without them [prisoners] it wouldn’t have happened and that’s it.

Sergey: | reckon sooner or later they would have come here for the resources anyway.
Elena: History doesn’t have a subjunctive; it happened and was happening.

Sergey: Mustn’t grumble.

Elena: Yeah, nothing can be changed now. (18-25)

20



Ghosts of the Gulag: negotiating spectres of the penal past in Northern Russia

In keeping with the museum narrative, some respondents attempted to find a rationale, a
plan through which it all could be explained, referencing the practical use that the objects of the
Gulag find today. As Nikolai (45-50) concluded: ‘you can’t justify it, but you can’t just give one side.
There are emotions, and then there is governing.” The hard-to-access subjective reality of the
suffering of Gulag prisoners had been superseded by the accessible objective reality of the material
existence of the town, its industry and culture.

Aside from the museum, other sites around Ukhta attempted to memorialize and
commemorate the Gulag’s victims. Focus group respondents brought up memorials at gravesites in
their discussions. However, similar to the Pushkin statue and the isolation unit door, these
memorials changed places over time, appearing and disappearing. Stanislav (30-35) had played at
one shifting site as a child. After a memorial had been removed, the place had stimulated a sense
of dread rather than commemoration. ‘[On the road into town] there was a concrete memorial
sign standing there previously, we know they found a lot of bodies, bones, remains...we roamed
around there in childhood and, sort of, well, we didn’t look for anything in particular, but we were
scared of finding something.” Natalia (30-35) described how she walked ‘every day to work past
two graveyards.’ The two sites were distinguished by their level of upkeep. Here too, a lack of
signification meant that Natalia was not clear about what she was seeing at the sites as they
weathered and changed. However, the spectral sense was clear, communicated through affective
responses connected with melancholy, guilt and pity. ‘At the first one, it seems, there are
repressed, politically repressed people, at the second site also, it’s really small...I actually
understand that, | feel sad when | walk past, especially past the second small one, in such a state,
really.’

Cultural processes of memorialization and museumification remain shallow and fragile in
Ukhta. Memorial stones are created and then removed. Objects of the Gulag are removed from
their original places and placed in displays that cannot fully do justice to their specters. Items built
by prisoners to commemorate other long-dead figures go through processes of mummification and
preservation. Through these processes, the risk of cultural distancing emerges. The things and
places of the Gulag become commodified spectacles that fail to anchor the meaning of the penal

suffering that the Gulag represents.
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Conclusion

This paper introduced the concept of penal spectrality as the emergent sense of the
presence of those who endured penal suffering within environments and among objects related to
the practice of punishment. We aimed to make two primary contributions to the literature in the
subfield of ghost criminology with this concept. Firstly, we aimed to not only produce a
phenomenology of an environment that manifested penal spectrality but to show how spectral
affects were actively negotiated. To do this, we borrowed from anthropological theories of affect
as both an atmosphere and practice in the material world that involves the embroilment of people
and things. In placing this embroilment at the centre of the analysis, we examined how people
negated uneasy spectral affects through both pragmatic and cultural distancing. In terms of the
latter, Brown’s (2009) concept of penal spectatorship has been particularly useful. However, and
secondly, the data from Ukhta revealed that engaged practical interaction with material objects,
rather than detached observation and passive cultural consumption, was the most immediate form
of encounter with the penal past. Future research then might further elaborate on modes of

encountering and misrecognizing penality beyond cultural forms of penal spectatorship.

Right before his death, Nikolai Bruni wrote a poem that collapsed the past, present and
future within it. He wished for his ghost, and the ghosts of those like him from both present and

past, to be seen and heard in the future (Manovtsev 2013):

Louder than symphonies and poems/ Our shackles will reverberate and shudder/

And martyrs from down the ages/ Will be with us as elder brothers

Our freedoms may never return/ Powerless and disenfranchised we may be/ But

our rough remote road/ The clear-sighted grandchild will still see.

This paper attempted to transmit a sense of the spectral reverberations that Bruni and the
millions of other victims of the Stalinist Gulag continue to produce in the environment of
one town in Northern Russia. Yet Ukhta is not an exceptional place in Russia, hundreds of
towns and settlements have similar histories linked to processes of internal colonization,

exile, imprisonment and execution. The findings of the paper suggest that Bruni’s specter
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and millions like him still haunts us — his wish that he and his fellow prisoners’ pasts be

recognized in the present for the sake of the future is not yet fulfilled.
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Museum Name Year Focus on
Founded Gulag

Physical
Relationship of
Museum Site
to Gulag Site

Historical
Focus

Research
Conducted

Ukhta

area developed
by Gulag

prisoners

Gulag History 2001 Full No relationship National January-February
Museum, Moscow (new: 2020

2015)
Memorial Museum: 1989 Full Direct: site of  Local November-
NKVD Jail, Tomsk imprisonment December 2019
Museum of Political 1919 Partial  Norelationship National June-July 2019
History of Russia, St.
Petersburg
Historical- 1982 Partial  Direct: Local November-
Ethnographic Museum, immediate December 2020

Table 1 to show differences in research sites
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