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ABSTRACT 

 

Based on ethnographic fieldwork among the individuals, groups, and institutions 

that comprise Moscow’s contemporary restaurant industry, this dissertation explores the 

production and consumption of Moscow’s postsocialist culinary culture and landscape. 

Approaching “cuisine” as both a social product and a cultural process, I examine the 

agents and avenues of the local globalization of culinary culture. In my analysis, these 

“agents” include restaurateurs, chefs, cooks, professional associations, and educators and 

educational institutions, among others. I attend to the various meanings, practices, and 

contexts of their work, as well as to the political, aesthetic, and performative dimensions 

of cooking, cuisine and restaurants. I also examine how Russian consumers engage with 

and make sense of Moscow’s emerging culinary culture and restaurant scene.  

I see these producers of cuisine and restaurants as “authors” of the capital’s 

postsocialist consumer landscape and intermediaries between the local and the global. 

Articulating global culinary culture into local contexts, these cultural producers redeploy 

contemporary and historical culinary practices, aesthetics, and forms as representations of 

culture on both local and global stages. I call these practices “culinary strategies” and 

argue that they are vehicles through which new social actors struggle over the meanings 

and values at stake in the marketization of Russian society. Cuisine and restaurants are 

thus contested sites for the construction of Moscow as a “world-class” city and the 

production, dissemination, and negotiation of community, nation, identity, and class. I 

suggest that cuisine and restaurants play important roles in processes of globalization, 

serving as sites for reproduction and contestation of global hegemonies of form. Drawing 



iv 

on and expanding work in the anthropologies of food, visual communication, 

postsocialism, and globalization, my project suggests how ethnography and micro-

analysis of the visual, sensual, performative, and structural dimensions of cultural 

production can open critical understandings of the complex and shifting interactions 

between local, national, and global contexts. 
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PREFACE 

A NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS 

 

 Most of the interviews, conversations, and primary source materials, such as 

newspaper and magazine articles, in this dissertation are translated from their original 

Russian. In transliterating Russian names and words, I have relied on the system 

developed by United States Library of Congress, except in certain names such as 

Aleksander, where I have followed other scholars in maintaining the sound of the original 

Russian for clarity. I have chosen to transliterate rather than translate certain Russian 

words and phrases for two reasons. First, I maintain the original Russian words to provide 

those readers familiar with the Russian language with a richer sense of the language my 

informants used in describing their work and worlds. At times, these are names of foods, 

dishes, organizations, and media sources. At other times, they are words or concepts such 

as shastie (happiness), izporcheny gorod (ruined city), and vkus (taste) that emphasize the 

specificity of these words or phrases for my informants or specific institutions. Second, 

some transliterated words represent themes and ideas that recurred quite often in my 

interviews and conversations. I maintain the original Russian in order to highlight the 

significant role that these ideas play in expressing the meanings and experiences of 

professional cooking, cuisine, eating, and everyday life in post-Soviet Russia. Some of 

these words, such as supermarkety (supermarkets), demokratichny (democratic—in 

reference to restaurants), and rynok (market) are relatively new or else have come to 

carry certain new connotations, having appeared or evolved to denote the new 
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institutions, places, objects, and experiences of post-Soviet consumer culture and 

marketization. Others, such as obschestvennoe pitanie (public catering), nash (ours), 

normal’nost’ (normalcy), kul’turnost’ (culturedness), and tsivilizovonny (civilized) are 

transliterated because they either carry important historically-specific meanings or 

because they signify deeper discursive and cultural concepts that I explore in my 

research. They thus represent and suggest some of the ways that Russians have reacted to 

and engaged with new social, cultural, and economic contexts and institutions. In all 

cases, I choose to transliterate rather than translate in order to emphasize the specificity 

of sound, phrasing, context, or meaning. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 
FIGURE 1: Judges from the Moscow Culinary Association pose behind an 
entry of “traditional” Russian cuisine at a culinary competition in Moscow. 

 
 

Hero Chefs and Rising Young Culinary Stars 

“The work of the professional cook is a special kind of work”—so said the deputy 

director of the Moscow City Consumer Market and Services Department in her speech at 

the opening ceremonies of the 2006 Moscow Open Youth Championship in Culinary Arts 

and Service.  “Remember,” she told the audience of students, teachers, and working and 

retired chefs, “that we, with our work, with our profession, are needed everywhere by 

everyone.  We bring shastie [happiness], blagopoluchie [well-being].  We foster and 

protect our country and our Russian national culture.”  Commending the students and 
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teachers for their participation in this “celebration of professional masterstvo [skill],” the 

city official encouraged the young competitors to “let your imaginations run free and, 

through the work of your hands, be realized.”  She closed her address with one final 

entreaty, made on behalf of “all us veterans” of the culinary field.  “Enrich the glory of 

Russia’s national cuisine, the most interesting and richest in the world . . . Safeguard it, 

develop it, honor it, and let it prosper.” 

 
FIGURE 2: A cake sculpture depicting a Russian Orthodox church 
submitted for the 2006 Open Youth Championship in the Culinary Arts 
and Service. 

 
 
 For the fourth year aspiring young culinary students from cities and regions across 

Russia had gathered in Moscow to participate in this cooking competition. Organized and 

run by the Moscow Culinary Association (MCA), a non-profit organization of culinary 

professionals, the Championship was a juried competition showcasing the culinary skills 

and talents of Russia’s “rising young culinary stars.” Representing their respective 
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schools, cities, and regions, the students competed in cooking, baking, confectionary art, 

bartending, and restaurant service. They prepared banquet meals, multi-course dinners, 

and desserts, all of which would be judged on the basis of their technique, complexity, 

presentation, and taste. Spread across the showroom’s tables were artfully-presented 

entrees, luxurious cakes, and elaborate sculptures of sugar and caramel. In the bartending 

competitions, judges watched contestants spin bottles, flip shakers, and pour cocktails, 

scoring them on individual style and flair, mixing technique, and recipe originality. In the 

restaurant service competitions, students performed as servers, rated on their ability to 

follow fine-dining standards of service and table setting. Although all the competitors 

received honorary diplomas for participating, the champions were awarded special prizes.  

They would advance to larger national and international competitions, ultimately vying 

for a prestigious place on the national culinary team that would represent Russia in the 

World Culinary Olympics.  

 These themes of cooking as an expression of identity and of cooks as guardians 

and bearers of culture, conveyed so eloquently by the deputy director, are at the center of 

this dissertation. In her speech, cooking is rendered as both art and craft, as fantasia 

(imagination) and masterstvo (craft). Cooking coalesces culture, community, and 

identity; it feeds the social body and nourishes the national soul. Through their work, she 

suggested, cooks contribute to the health and happiness of the individual and the 

collective.  Through their craft, cooks connect the past with the present. Three 

generations of culinary professionals attended the Championship that year. There were 

the working chefs, restaurateurs, and educators who would judge the competition and 

who comprised Russia’s contemporary restaurant and food industries. There were the 
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“veterans of the field,” retired workers from the Soviet public catering industry, including 

two distinguished “Hero Chefs,”1 who represented the profession’s past.  And, of course, 

there were the student competitors who represented the future, the cadre of “rising young 

culinary stars” charged with carrying forward Russia’s culinary heritage and cultural 

traditions. In a country with the aftertaste of political and economic turmoil still lingering 

on its tongue, this was a lot to stake on the work of the professional cook. 

Among the aims of this dissertation is to explore how questions of national, 

historical, and individual identity are at times treated in terms of cooking and food. In the 

social science, philosophical, and even popular literature on food, scarcely any work fails 

to remind its readers at some point of the fundamental importance of food.  “Next to 

breathing,” writes Sydney Mintz, “eating is perhaps the most essential of all human 

activities, and one with which much of social life is entwined” (2002:102). Gary Alan 

Fine tells us that “food reveals our souls,” that “we are entangled in our meals. The 

connection between identity and consumption gives food a central role in the creation of 

community, and we use our diet to convey images of public identity” (1996:1). Elspeth 

Probyn expands on this idea, noting that “love, sex, relationships, family, economics, 

comfort, obsession, pleasure, control, desire, shame, disgust, fear, hatred, work, leisure, 

sickness, death, birth . . . [are] at different times touched by food, given meaning through 

eating” (2000:1). Food is an interface between “the material and the imaginary, the 

corporeal and the social” (Leichty 2005:5). Yet, for all its “semiotic virtuosity,” in its 

tangible and material forms food is also a social, economic, and political product, 

                                                 
1 In 1934 the Soviet Party introduced the title of “The Hero of the Soviet Union” to 
recognize particular people’s exemplary service to the construction of the Soviet state. 
The “Hero Chefs” honored in the Museum of Public Catering were also among those who 
originally helped establish the museum in 1977. 
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presupposing and reifying “technological arrangements, relations of production and 

exchange, conditions of field and market, and realities of plenty and want” (Appadurai 

1981:494).  It straddles and traverses scale and distance, linking “the global and 

household economies, political bodies and the bodies of individuals” as it crosses 

boundaries of the local, the national, and the self (Dunn 2009:208). It is the edible 

product and “transformed expression” of the social relations and material conditions 

surrounding its production (Bourdieu 1993:32), and thus one of the most powerful and 

frequently encountered domains for the reproduction and transformation of those 

conditions.  

Clichés about food abound, and by syllogy, lead me to this one: if we are what we 

eat, then cooking is a powerful way of creating worlds and selves. In this dissertation, I 

am interested in how professional cooking, restaurant culture, and the public 

consumption of food enter into processes of globalization, community formation, and 

social change in Russia. My exploration of these connections and processes connects and 

expands on scholarship in the anthropology of food, visual communication, and 

postsocialism, as well as urban anthropology and studies of globalization. Drawing on 

ethnographic research in and among Moscow’s restaurant and professional culinary 

community, I examine the people, groups, and practices through which Moscow’s 

contemporary restaurant industry and culinary culture are being produced. My analysis 

treats food, particularly in its culturally and technologically elaborated form of “cuisine,” 

as both cultural product and social process. Framing cuisine in this way reveals it as a 

tangible symbol, an edible object, and a site where social actors articulate, struggle over, 

and disseminate the meanings and boundaries of identity, community, nation, and place, 
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among others. One of the main tasks of this dissertation is thus to explore the material 

and discursive practices through which cuisine is produced both as a cultural category 

and a consumable object, as well as the spatial and institutional contexts of its production.  

How does cuisine gain meaning and value as a commodity and as a marker of culture and 

identity? How are changing notions of culinary “taste” (as a sensory experience, a 

judgment or discernment of quality, and a consumption preference) reflected, mediated, 

constructed, and enacted through the aesthetic and performative dimensions of cooking, 

cuisine, and restaurants? What roles have restaurants, cafes, and similarly new sites for 

the production, consumption, and display of food played in shaping and transforming 

public life and culture in postsocialist Moscow? What do the processes and practices of 

culinary production, as well as the groups and actors involved in them, reveal about 

struggles over power, authority, and the values at stake in the marketization of Russian 

society and culture? Ultimately, these questions drive at broader concerns about the 

social and cultural consequences of marketization, globalization, and the transnational 

circulation of economic forms, people, images, and commodities in Russia after the end 

of state socialism.     

 

The Food Culture Industry 

The 2006 Open Youth Championship had the highest turnout in the event’s ten-

year history.  More than two hundred teams representing schools from ten cities across 

Russia, some as far away as Ekaterinburg, took part in the competition that year.  

Compared to the seventy students (all from Moscow) who attended the first 

Championship in 1996, this was an impressive showing.  Much had changed in the 
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decade since the Moscow Culinary Association launched the Championship, its flagship 

event.  Out of the tectonic turmoil of “shock therapy” and the financial crises of the 

1990s, a thriving consumer culture had spread across Russia.  By the time I began my 

fieldwork in 2006, a vibrant and dynamic retail food and restaurant industry had lodged 

itself in the country’s gut and was expanding Russia’s economic waistline. Russians were 

spending more of their income on food than any other country in Europe (Brown et. al. 

2007).  The hotel and restaurant industry alone was growing by 23-26 percent a year, and 

the retail food sector had become one of “the principal motors of the Russian economy” 

(Euromonitor 2007:n.p.).  

Nowhere was this more evident than in Moscow, which lead the country’s 

culinary leap forward.  In 2005, the Moscow City Government boasted that the capital 

was home to approximately 10,000 restaurants and cafes that generated gross earnings of 

U.S. $2.5 billion a year (Brown et. al. 2007).  Yet, by Western standards the Moscow 

market was only in its adolescence.  Where “world-class” food cities such as New York, 

London, and Paris had roughly 150 restaurant seats per 1,000 residents, Moscow had only 

25 (Chicherova 2006). Nonetheless, on the ground the city’s food scene was booming.   

Luxury restaurants with multi-million-dollar interiors catered to the city’s elite and often 

shocked the sensibilities of Western observers, who were amazed at the unexpected and 

over-the-top opulence of Moscow’s new moneyed-class (see, for example, Kishkovsky 

2006).  The fastest growing segments of the market were mid-range and fast-food 

restaurants and cafes, which were becoming increasingly regular parts of the social life 

and lifestyle of the capital’s emerging middle class. Outside metro stations huddled 

street-food stands selling hot dogs, baked potatoes, perogi, and other ready-made foods, 
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adding variety, convenience, and speed to the more established fast-food chains like 

McDonald’s and its native competitors Teremok and Rostikc’s. Some of these places, 

such as the popular café chains Shokoladnitsa and Coffee House—which distinguished 

themselves from their American counterparts by offering, in addition to coffee and tea, a 

wide assortment of alcoholic beverages, sandwiches, salads, entrees, and desserts—stood 

shoulder to shoulder in seemingly-impossible numbers of outlets, jostling for customers 

across many parts of the city. Mid-range, family restaurant chains—the so-called 

demokratichny (democratic) restaurant segment—such as Italian pizzeria Il Patio, Planeta 

Sushi (Planet Sushi), and the Russian comfort-food restaurants Yolki-Palki (Fiddle 

Sticks) and Mu-Mu had become increasingly common landmarks even in the residential 

neighborhoods outside the city’s center. Soviet-era corner produktovy magaziny (grocery 

stores) and lavki (street stands) still catered to neighborhoods across the city, but in the 

fifteen years following the collapse of state socialism they had become out-sized and out-

stocked, if not yet out-numbered, by larger Western-style grocery stores, supermarkety 

(supermarkets), and gipermarkety (hypermarkets, department stores), where the diversity 

and plenty of new, colorfully packaged food products and beverages signaled the 

increased penetration of global food companies into residents’ daily lives. Eventually 

even the older stores that were vestiges of the Soviet retail system had begun to adopt 

Western sales methods, employing computerized scanners, electronic cash registers, and 

modern refrigerated cases. Moreover, many of these restaurants, cafes, and supermarkets 

were open kruglosutochno (24-hours a day), part of a new trend of businesses—including 

bookstores, beauty salons, sports clubs, and even dentists—that catered to a population 

that was working longer and playing harder (Kamenev 2006). Every week there were 
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enough new restaurant openings, food-related events, and new products to provide glossy 

lifestyle magazines such as Bolshoi Gorod (The Big City), TimeOut Moscow, and 

Afisha, and newspapers such as Kommersant and Vedomosti, to print weekly reviews, 

columns, and articles detailing the capital’s restaurant and food scene. And domestic 

furnishing stores specializing in kitchen remodeling proudly advertised high-tech 

appliances and European- and American-style kitchen designs, reflecting the trend of 

remonty (renovations) that was transforming middle- and upper-class homes throughout 

the capital (Caldwell 2005:3; Fahervery 2002). 

While significant as a sign of growing prosperity for many Muscovites, the 

flourishing of the restaurant industry spoke of more fundamental transformations in 

Russia’s social, economic, and political culture and landscape. Thus, one of the tasks of 

this dissertation is to examine how the emergence and development of the restaurant 

industry and culture in contemporary Moscow reflects broader shifts in values and logic 

of cultural production. In contrast to capitalism’s drive to create and satisfy a bottomless 

well of consumer needs and desires, in the socialist system the commercial realm was 

dominated by the state’s production interests and priorities. Consumer goods and culture, 

along with popular cultural forms, in the Soviet Union were produced with specific 

ideological intentions—inculcating values, shaping and encouraging “cultured behavior,” 

creating the image and sense of the success of the socialist system (Barker 1999a, 1999b; 

Boym 1994; Gronow 2003, 2007; Kelly et. al. 1998). The collapse of the Party State in 

Russia in the early 1990s meant the relative suspension of centralized control over the 

discursive and material production of space and culture (Yurchak 2000).  As many 

anthropologists have argued, commodities occupy a central place in these changes.  As 
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Jennifer Patico explains, “the contours and contradictions of social life, including the 

particular tumult of societies in transformation, tend to be crystallized in commodities 

and the practices that surround them” 2008:2). Given the significant role that food played 

in shaping and mediating citizens’ relationships to one another and to the state under 

socialism, what do postsocialist spaces of culinary production, the practices that occur 

within them, and the meanings surrounding them tell us about cultural politics, new 

regimes of value, shifting structures of power and legitimacy, and identity construction in 

Russia? 

 Of particular concern in this dissertation are the social and cultural practices and 

consequences of the work of the food and restaurant industry. At times I alternate 

between the terms “food industry,” “restaurant industry,” and “foodservice industry.” As 

I conceive of it, the food industry is a complex system of networks and relationships of 

production, distribution, supply, exchange, and marketing that is significantly broader 

than the specific scope of my study. The food industry includes producers, traders, 

suppliers, and distributors of all the ingredients, foods, agricultural and animal products, 

technologies, and equipment, to name just a few, that ultimately end up in grocery stores, 

markets, and restaurant and domestic tables. The restaurant industry, which I also take to 

include cafes and bars—sites for the public consumption of food—is but one market and 

link within these much larger (transnational) commodity chains. Its scope and boundaries 

are more limited than but overlap with the food industry, which produces, distributes, 

trades, markets, and supplies restaurants with the raw (or sometimes partially-prepared or 

ready-to-eat) materials that are elaborated into cuisine. The foodservice industry, or 

industria obschestvennogo pitanie, is a term that still carried the flavors of the Soviet 
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public catering system and which, when used by my informants, also included food 

produced for grocery store prepared-foods sections, school cafeterias, hospital 

commissaries, transportation (airlines, trains), and even the production of partially-

prepared and ready-to-eat foods. In certain ways, the boundaries dividing these industries 

depend largely on the one’s perspective. Students training in vocational schools, colleges, 

and universities are not necessarily destined for restaurant kitchens, but may find 

themselves cooking prepared-foods in grocery stores or workplace cafeterias. Industry 

literature, expos, and master classes, which also comprise the subjects of this study, may 

target professionals in a broad range of food production and distribution fields. And the 

discourses of taste, aesthetics, professional vocabularies, identities, and techniques of 

these various fields may also, at times, overlap. Because of this, my research at times 

peers into and refers to other related spheres in order to triangulate the practices and 

categories that shape and inform the production of cuisine and restaurants in Moscow.  

Theodor Bestor (2004) touches on some of these issues in his intricate study of 

the social and cultural dimensions of trade and market relations in Tokyo’s Tsukiji fish 

market. Drawing on Igor Kopytoff’s (1986) argument that commodities are intrinsically 

cultural constructions, Bestor explores the ways that nature (fish) is transformed into 

culture and culture is subsequently commodified as cuisine.  The practices of markets like 

Tsukiji, he explains, differentiate food products “into culturally relevant categories of 

commodities as they pass along channels of distribution,” producing, reproducing, and 

attaching meanings and values that organize and are organized by their broader cultural 

and culinary contexts (2004:129). Bestor asserts that the “cultural classifications and 

meanings of cuisine arise from the circumstances—technological, environmental, 
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political, and economic—of specific societies as they produce or trade or consume 

foodstuffs” (2008:132). Tracing the ways that the structural and institutional contexts and 

relations of production shape and inform culinary meanings and categories leads Bestor 

to suggest that the food industry “might be better thought of as the food culture industry” 

(2004:133; emphasis mine). This deals specifically with questions of how food, cuisine, 

food practices, and the spaces in which they happen are produced and infused with 

meaning. 

Conceptualizing the food industry as a culture industry draws specific parallels to 

other culture industries, such as the mass media. This analogy opens up the study of food 

and cuisine to the approaches that anthropologists have taken in studying the production 

of media and popular cultural forms such as music, film, visual arts, and theater.  

Anthropologists have argued that these cultural forms are sites where struggles over 

social meanings occur and where various individuals and groups negotiate, articulate, and 

disseminate representations and formations of community and identity (Abu-Lughod 

1999; Ginsburg 1998; Kondo 1997; Mahon 2000; Myers 2001). Studying cuisine in terms 

of cultural production turns our attention to not only the material circumstances and 

processes through which food is made as a material object, but also to the ways through 

which cuisine is constructed as cultural category and symbol and a representation of 

identity and culture. Moreover, it echoes the work of theorists who have examined and 

critiqued the class interests, positions, and ideologies embedded in and extended through 

the production of specific cultural forms (see, for example, Adorno and Horkheimer 

1944; Habermas 1989). In short, cuisine becomes the visible evidence of broader social 

relations and structures. 



13 

Moscow’s culinary landscape, then, includes not simply the restaurants, cafes, and 

stores where food and cuisine are displayed, sold, and consumed, but also the various 

media through which the meanings of these places and products are elaborated.  

Paralleling the growth of the capital’s restaurant industry was the spread of newspapers, 

magazines, books, television and radio programs, and cooking classes and exhibitions.  

By 2006, most major newspapers, such as Vedomosti and Kommersant, featured weekly 

columns and articles reviewing new restaurants and discussing various foods, ingredients, 

and drinks.  Kommersant, for example, even had a weekly magazine insert called 

Weekend that reviewed new restaurants and had articles on food and wine, as well as on 

the capital’s art, music, film, and shopping scenes. Magazines such as Afisha and the 

international guide to urban culture and entertainment, TimeOut, detailed the latest trends 

and developments of the city’s culture and nightlife. Several publishing houses had begun 

to release annual guides aimed at Moscow residents that listed, reviewed, and detailed the 

ever-changing landscape of restaurants, bars, and nightclubs. Daytime television 

programs featured some of the city’s chefs and food writers as they cooked and discussed 

the tastes and uses of various foods and ingredients. There was even a weekly show 

called Kukhni Tainy (Kitchen Secrets) on the popular Ekho Moskvy (Echo of Moscow) 

radio station on which the host interviewed and listeners were invited to call in and ask 

questions to a revolving roster of local and international chefs, restaurateurs, food writers, 

and industry executives.  In addition to these regular sources of information and 

commentary, Moscow had even begun to host a number of annual and semi-annual food 

shows and exhibitions, some of which were targeted specifically at industry 

professionals, but all of which were attended by the general public. Along with 
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restaurants and cafes, then, these parts of Moscow’s food culture industry comprise some 

of the main subjects of this study.    

 

The Field of Culinary Production 

 It is against this larger background of this growing food and restaurant industry 

that my particular ethnographic research is set.  If commodities are social and cultural 

products, who produces them and how are they produced?  An anthropological approach 

to the food culture industry requires more than attention to the institutional and discursive 

contexts in which cuisine is produced. In order to understand these contexts, it is 

necessary to focus on the individuals and groups who construct and work within them.  

My main interest is in the authors of Moscow’s consumer culture and landscape.  

Specifically, I am interested in the actors, groups, and institutions involved in the 

production of culinary culture and the restaurant industry in the capital. Restaurateurs, 

chefs, professional associations, and the networks of suppliers, educators, and journalists 

all belong to the class of “new private actors” whose practices contribute to authoring the 

country’s emerging consumer culture and landscape (Yurchak 2000). Drawing on 

ethnographic research in and among these groups, I examine the social actors and 

processes through which Moscow’s restaurant and food culture has been shaped. In 

focusing on these individuals and groups, my research departs from one of the current 

trends in the anthropology of postsocialism by focusing on producers rather than 

consumers.  Although I will have more to say on the distinction between producers and 

consumers, for now I wish to highlight the particular merits of my approach. 
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 Given the jarring juxtapositions of state socialism with the emergence of new 

consumer markets in Russia and Eastern Europe, perhaps it is no surprise that 

anthropologists have found consumer behavior and consumption practices particularly 

rich sites for examining the ways in which postsocialist citizens have struggled with 

large-scale social, economic, and political change. Under state socialism, consumption 

played a highly circumscribed role in citizens’ relations to one another, to the economy, 

and to the state. Consumerism, at least as envisioned by the Soviet state, was a key 

element in the efforts to cultivate values and construct ideal Soviet subjects. In the 

postsocialist context, then, consumer adjustments and responses to new market relations 

“represent some of the most tangible manifestations of more extensive societal 

upheavals” (Patico and Caldwell 2002:287; see also Verdery 1996). Ethnographic 

research has proven particularly well equipped to explore the complexities and 

consequences of these engagements, tracing the ways that people draw on historically 

produced value systems in making sense of and appropriating the rapid influx of global 

commodities and consumer trends (Barker 1999; Berdahl et al. 2002; Burawoy and 

Verdery 1998; Caldwell 2002, 2004, 2006, 2009a; Humphrey 1995, 2002; Mandel and 

Humphrey 2002; Patico 2001, 2008; Patico and Caldwell 2002). Certainly, these studies 

have also provided important correctives to over-generalized claims about the processes 

and consequences of the market’s penetration into socialist societies, cultural 

imperialism, or the “triumph” of capitalism. 

 These studies follow a broader trend in the field in which studies of consumption 

and commodities have taken center stage.  These studies have played a key role in 

anthropological debates about the processes and consequences of globalization. Daniel 
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Miller, for example, has argued that this “recent turn . . . represents a major 

transformation in anthropological theory, method, and perspective” (1995a:141). Noting 

that “very little of what we possess is made by us in the first instance,” Miller emphasizes 

that it is as “consumers,” aware of living through objects and images created by others, 

that most people engage with the institutions and relations of modernity. In recognizing 

the fundamental place of commodities and consumer culture in modern life, 

anthropologists have explicitly argued against fears that the spread of consumer culture 

and globalization necessarily threatens cultural diversity and specificity. Grappling with 

questions of how transnational processes shape and penetrate local worlds, scholars have 

argued that objects, idea, and images “do not just float ethereally across the globe. . . . 

They are all, instead, localized in very specific time-space contexts” (Inda and Rosaldo 

2002:11-12). These studies have explored the complex dialectics through which 

consumers appropriate, negotiate, or reject new cultural forms and practices, occasionally 

in potentially subversive ways. Consumption thus becomes a form of cultural production, 

offering, as Arjun Appadurai claims, “new resources and new disciplines for the 

construction of imagined selves and imagined worlds” (1996:3). 

 Yet all the anthropological attention lavished on consumers seems to have at the 

cost of studying the people and practices that produce the cultural forms and objects that 

others consume. Media and popular cultural forms, too, are “anthropologically significant 

sites of the production and transformation of culture,” not just through the ways they are 

consumed, but in the ways they are produced (Mahon 2000:469). These processes of 

production, however, display a fundamental asymmetry. Access to the tools through 

which global cultural and economic forms are translated into and legitimized as “the 
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local” is unevenly distributed, an inequity deeply enmeshed in struggles over symbolic, 

social, and economic capital. Analyzing the ways that social actors understand and 

negotiate the material constraints and discursive frameworks within which they operate, 

as well as the relationships between the particular content of these forms and their 

institutional and ideological contexts, can yield important insights into processes of social 

and cultural reproduction and transformation. 

 In the anthropology of postsocialist Russia, studies of cultural production and 

producers are relatively rare. Perhaps this relative quiet has something to do with a (well-

founded) concern for writing against the ideological legacies of the Cold War and 

neoliberal assumptions about the “legitimate” form that a postsocialist “transition” should 

take (see, for example, Berdahl 200; Burawoy and Verdery 1999).  Lingering notions of 

Soviet “propaganda” and “totalitarian culture,” after all, carry heavy ideological baggage, 

making studies of consumption all the more attractive in their capacities to challenge 

these top-down models of power.  Yet examples exist of ethnographic studies that are 

concerned with the complex ways in which cultural producers produce without 

presuming the ways in which consumers consume (Mandel 2002; Olson 2003; Urban 

2004; Yurchak 1999, 2000).  In doing so, they have shown how postsocialist citizens, 

some of whom occupy different social positions than many consumers, have used 

(sometimes foreign) cultural forms and technologies to construct and disseminate 

ideologies about identity, community, tradition, and nation, as well as to shape social 

relations, cultural meanings, political ideologies, and social space.  Thus the need to 

nudge the social actors involved in the production of cultural forms into ethnographic 

view, for they deserve attention, too.        
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 My focus on Moscow’s professional culinary community yields insights into 

aspects of Moscow’s consumer culture and urban landscape that previous studies of 

consumption have been unequipped to address.  If one of the main concerns of those 

studies has been to understand “the local ramifications of globalization for postsocialist 

citizens” (Stryker and Patico 2001:1-2), then the analysis of the agents and avenues 

through which the global is appropriated and translated into the experience of locality is 

of fundamental importance. My examination illuminates the complex ways in which 

Moscow’s culinary culture and restaurant industry are produced out of global culinary 

vocabularies, aesthetics, and practices, and transnational movements of restaurateurs, 

chefs, cooks, business people, tourists, and other agents. In contrast to consumption 

studies that focus on how specific, and ostensibly bounded communities of Russians 

engage with these global flows, my project engages with a field of production and 

network of relations that are from their start global, transnational, and situated within 

multiple shifting scales.  

This perspective situates my analysis particularly well to answer Ulf Hannerz’s 

query: who, locally, are the globalizers (1996:29)? This part of my analysis is informed, 

in part, by the Howard Becker’s (2008) notion of art worlds and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1993) 

formulation of cultural production. In his classic sociological study, Becker argues that 

“art” is the product of complex interconnected networks of social and economic 

relationships and institutions. Becker (1982) refers to these networks as “art worlds,” 

within which he includes a dizzying list of actors, groups, and institutions (such as art 

critics, gallery owners, curators, art schools, producers of art supplies, and consumers) 

that are either involved in the production of art objects or whose work nonetheless 
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influences the definition, maintenance, and legitimization of “art” as a cultural category. 

Cuisine can be unpacked in a similar way. To varying extents, the production of “cuisine” 

as a consumable object, a symbol, and cultural category involves the work and 

relationships between the restaurateurs and entrepreneurs who conceive of, capitalize, 

and manage the spaces in which cuisine is produced and consumed; the chefs who 

develop recipes, name dishes, design menus, and select the products and ingredients that 

restaurants offer to diners; the media, which includes the journalists, editors, and critics 

who help elaborate and diffuse the gastronomic discourses surrounding and shaping 

restaurants and cuisine for both industry professionals and the consuming public; the 

suppliers and producers of foodstuffs, ingredients, technology, point-of-sale software, 

and other material and informational infrastructure; and the professional associations who 

help create and negotiate the boundaries and culture of local, national, and global 

communities of culinarians. Although this is, of course, a partial list of both these groups 

(not all of which are discussed in detail in this study) and their roles in the production of 

culinary culture, it serves to illustrate some of new classes of “private actors” in Russia 

who play powerful roles in authoring Moscow’s postsocialist consumer culture and 

landscape.  

 Bourdieu’s (1993) work adds an important level to Becker’s structural model by 

calling attention to the politics of cultural production. Bourdieu contends cultural forms 

such as art and literature are the “transformed expressions” of the social relations that 

produce them (1993:32). His concept of the “field of cultural production” focuses our 

attention on how intersections of aesthetics, history, practice, and power come to shape 

the meaning and value of these forms, as well as the publics capable of knowing, 
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recognizing, and consuming them (Bourdieu 1993:37). Infusing notions of power into the 

analysis of cultural production, Bourdieu highlights the stakes involved in the positions 

that individuals and groups occupy within their field. These positions are fundamentally 

political; the work that cultural producers make, as well as the meanings they attach to 

them, represent struggles over the symbolic and material power to signify the world and 

legitimize those significations.   

These frameworks are particularly important in understanding Moscow’s food 

culture industry, which combines Russian and Western cultural forms, practices, and 

players.  Differences in location, design, décor, work environment, business models, and 

the types and aesthetics of dishes produced become ideological statements, forms of 

action in the world, vehicles through which producers extend their agency and make 

claims about the “proper” and “legitimate” forms that food, cuisine, and dining should 

take.  In contrast to the experiences of many people in rural areas, certain groups entered 

the postsocialist landscape occupying unique positions that allowed them to take 

advantage of the temporary suspension of institutional power relations.  While most of 

the city’s entrepreneurs and restaurateurs were born in the Soviet Union, their wealth has 

enabled them to travel, establish connections outside the country, and encounter new 

cultural forms and commodities to degrees far greater than many of their fellow citizens.  

By virtue of their privileged positions, they were well placed “to relate to the changing 

world as entrepreneurial agents, continuing to shape that world, in new contexts, in terms 

that they found socially and personally meaningful” (Yurchak 1999:13).  The particular 

forms that their restaurants take—from design and décor to culinary concept and business 

model—are thus cosmopolitan mixtures drawn from their experiences traveling to and 
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sampling cuisines and restaurants from other countries and from their “native” 

knowledge of Russian consumers.  Chefs, too, are a cosmopolitan bunch.  One curious 

aspect of the cooking profession is its amenability to travel; as semi- and highly-skilled 

service workers, cooks have opportunities to travel for work and apprenticeships in 

restaurants all over the world.  Consequently, many of the Russian chefs who head the 

kitchens of the city’s restaurants have at least some small amount of experience traveling 

and working in other countries and with other culinary traditions.  At the same time, 

Russian restaurateurs, believing that foreign chefs have knowledge and expertise beyond 

that which Russian chefs possess, hired numerous chefs from countries such as Italy, 

France, Spain, and the United States.  Because these chefs all bring different experiences, 

understandings, and expectations of the profession, business practices, aesthetics, and the 

work and culture of professional cooking, they sometimes find themselves in conflict 

with their employers, their employees, or their diners.  Thus, the field of culinary 

production is not just about the social relations and discursive practices through which 

restaurants and cuisine are produced; it is also about the struggles of various social actors 

to negotiate symbolic and cultural capitalize by legitimizing themselves as “experts” with 

the power to set the wider tone for the distinctions, values, and meanings of food, cuisine, 

and eating. In legitimizing themselves as experts, these actors form a class akin to the 

“technocracts” whose expertise in, for example, the economic realm, has given them 

authority to help direct the development of economic policies. In this case, I suggest that 

these culinary producers might also be seen as a class of creative or cultural experts. The 

work of producing cuisine and restaurants is enmeshed in struggles over the symbolic, 
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cultural, and economic resources and legitimacy to shape the knowledge, values, 

standards, and practices through which such production occurs. 

 

Kitchen/Culture 

 The Russian word kukhnia doubles as both “kitchen” and “cuisine.”  This duality 

suggests a number of possible ways of connecting what happens in professional kitchens 

with social and cultural change.  Three particular conjunctions come to mind.  First, 

professional kitchens are industrial spaces for the production of cuisine.  Cooking 

requires not just the ingredients that go into particular dishes, but also the equipment, 

knowledge, and skill to prepare them. The work of a chef, however, involves more than 

just creating recipes and cooking. Fine explains that “restaurants are industrial 

organizations operated for profit by capitalists. Although food must look, smell, taste, and 

feel good to maintain an audience, this is not sufficient.  Food must be priced to 

profitable and must be produced consistently and efficiently” (1999:1271). In order to 

meet economic and aesthetic demands, chefs rely on the skills of their employees — 

cooks, in particular. For Moscow chefs, finding, training, and keeping skilled cooks is 

one of the major challenges of their job.  In spite of the development and growth of a 

variety of educational institutions devoted to training a labor force for work in the 

foodservice industry, the real-world demands of restaurant kitchens often seem to outstrip 

the knowledge and skills provided in culinary schools.  Consequently, restaurant kitchens 

function as sites for the production and discipline of labor, as well as for the production 

of material culture. By discussing, teaching, and critiquing the “proper” meanings, 

techniques, and aesthetics of cooking and cuisine, as well as, of course, the actual 
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performance of cooking and presentation of food, “proper” meanings, techniques, and 

aesthetics of cooking and cuisine, various actors and individuals express, contest, and 

struggle over the legitimate meanings of work, labor, and culture. In my conversations 

and observations with restaurateurs, chefs, and media producers, discussions of the state 

of Moscow’s culinary culture and the practical aspects of restaurant work often involved 

commentary about the strengths and weaknesses of Russian culture and essentialized 

notions of “national character.”  These essentializations often explicitly referenced and 

juxtaposed the state of Russia’s culinary culture with that of countries like France, Spain, 

and the United States, or more specifically, juxtaposed Moscow with cities like Paris, 

London, and New York.  

 The connection between kitchen and culture thus raises questions about how food 

and cuisine come to represent national, cultural, and local identity and characteristics.  At 

the same time that restaurants and food culture serve Moscow’s symbolic economy, they 

also serve other agendas. Cuisine may also be produced to deploy representations of 

history and tradition, or, alternately, of progress and development. For the Moscow 

Culinary Association, past, present, and future are at stake in the work of professional 

chefs.  Founded in 1991 shortly after the demise of the Soviet Union, the Association is 

part of a network of professional culinary associations across Russia. The Association’s 

goals are to both “safeguard” and “preserve” Russia’s culinary heritage and culture, and 

to develop and advance the state of the country’s culinary profession, raising it to a 

contemporary “world level.”  As with the restaurant industry in general, the MCA is 

connected through cultural, social, and economic ties to a broader international 

community of professional chefs and restaurateurs, as well as a global food industry. Yet, 



24 

much of their work focuses on cooking, food, and cuisine not merely as commodities, but 

as representations of national cultural identity. The MCA spends much of its time 

organizing and running culinary competitions, master classes, and special events 

designed to educate and inform both working professionals and a new generation of 

young people who are just beginning to enter the food and hospitality industries.  

Through these events, I suggest, the MCA imbues the industrial work of producing food 

with the cultural meanings of cuisine as a marker of distinction and cultural and national 

identity.  

 One of the central arguments of this dissertation, then, is that that practices of 

cooking and representations of cuisine are forms of action in and upon the world.  

Extending Alfred Gell’s (1998) formulation of art as an extension of agency, I examine 

how various individuals and groups attempt to deploy these representations in struggles 

over the meanings of place, culture, history, and identity. In these struggles, the MCA is 

only player.  In the early 2000s, Moscow began to host an increasing number of food 

industry trade shows, cooking exhibitions and competitions, and other spectacles of 

gastronomy.  These were attended by a broad range of people, from industry 

professionals and young culinary students to middle-class families curious to see and 

experience the new products, equipment, and tastes of a global food culture and industry.  

Often, these events featured Moscow chefs leading master classes instructing audiences 

on various cooking techniques and culinary traditions, and introducing them to new types 

of foods and ingredients. To be sure, many of these culinary performances were 

organized specifically to promote the products of local and international food companies.  

In some cases, they were organized by the embassies of various countries in order to 
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introduce their agricultural products to Russian producers and consumers. In all these 

cases, representations of cuisine are deployed to stimulate desire and shape culture. 

Moreover, for the professionals who attended and participated in them, these events 

served as sites for the acquisition and display of cultural and social capital, lending 

legitimacy to their positions as a class of cultural (and culinary) experts in the new 

economic landscape. By attending to the aesthetic and ideological dimensions of these 

representations and performances, I explore the cultural politics surrounding the 

production of culinary culture. My particular interest is in examining how the visual, 

sensual dimensions of food and cooking embody and express various ideological aims 

and positions, as well as how changes in the aesthetic aspects of these products reflect 

larger changes in capitalist regimes of value.   

In cuisine—as symbolic and material culture—and cooking—as performance and 

industrial production—the material and institutional circumstances of commodity 

production are linked with the aesthetic and cultural dimensions of commodities.  

Through ethnographic examination of the production and products of visual and material 

culture, I elucidate the politics of their production from the competing perspectives of 

various actors.  Thus, my dissertation engages with central questions in both the 

anthropology of food and of visual communication in terms of how individuals and 

groups use and create food to express community, identity, and culture, as well as how 

these meanings and configurations are expressed and embodied in the products they 

produce.   

On a broader scale, these questions inform concerns about the social production 

of taste. Taste, here, has multiple, overlapping meanings that refer to the sensory 



26 

dimensions of eating, the aesthetic faculty of discernment and judgment of quality 

(Bourdieu 1984), and preferences of consumption. All of these are present in the 

production of culinary culture in Moscow, as restaurateurs, chefs, businesses, government 

officials, and cultural organizations attempt to shape and transform consumption 

preferences both through the sensory, aesthetic dimensions of food and eating and the 

practices of creating meanings and distinctions for food products and practices.  What 

this suggests is that those actors often considered “producers” are, at certain times and 

places, also “consumers.”  While chefs and restaurateurs often occupy different social 

and economic positions than their customers, they, too, are consumers. Their work 

involves selecting food products, equipment, décor, and other commodities in the process 

of creating restaurants and cuisine. Quantitatively, because they purchase wholesale 

goods, they purchase relatively larger amounts than diners, suggesting that their 

consumption practices and preferences have also engage in important ways with global 

flows of commodities, such as foodstuffs, technology, and equipment. Qualitatively, 

however, their consumption preferences and judgments of quality have specific 

consequences not only for the types of foods that become available for more general 

consumption, but also the cultural distinctions that inform the meanings and values of 

these foods. Thus, I also argue that at times production and consumption are arbitrary and 

problematic distinctions; rather, they often reinforce and inform one another. 

 

Edible Landscapes 

 As postcolonial mass migrations and late capitalist transnational flows have 

blurred the boundaries of local worlds and made “place” an increasingly slippery 
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concept, anthropologists have had to develop new ways of understanding and exploring 

traditional concepts such as culture, community, and place. In place of bounded notions 

of culture and locality, anthropologists have woven together theories that see them as 

complex social, cultural, and political processes that unfold at the intersections of local 

and global worlds (Appadurai 1996). I suggest that restaurants and similar public spaces 

of food consumption are uniquely situated to provide insights into the ways that place and 

locality are constructed.  As “specialized sites of consumption” and “delectation” (Zukin 

1995), restaurants, cafes, and similar spaces where food is produced, displayed, and 

consumed are highly circumscribed spaces that refract and magnify broader discourses 

about the meanings of place, class, culture, history, and tradition, among others.  

Simultaneously inhabiting and habituating local, national, and transnational spaces, 

restaurants capture and translate global flows of people, money, commodities, images, 

and ideas into local cultural practices and encounters. At the same time, they are also 

theaters where various social actors perform, transform, and reproduce notions of public 

and private, leisure, sociability, identity, community, gender, and class, among others.  In 

their capacity as specialized sites for these performances, restaurants serve as spaces 

where people can reminisce about the past, experiment with new identities, engage with 

“other” cultures, and encounter both foreign and local tourists and travelers. 

 In the introduction to his study of the culture of professional cooking in Chicago, 

Fine notes that “restaurants are so linked to free-market capitalism that socialist nations 

quickly become known for the poor quality of the food they present to diners.  When a 

socialist country begins to move from a planned economy, the restaurant business is one 

of the first arenas in which the development of an entrepreneurial market economy is 
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noticed” (1996:8-9).  As such, restaurants figure prominently in what Sharon Zukin 

(1995) refers to as the “symbolic economy” of cities.  “Culture is more and more the 

business of cities—the basis of their tourist attractions and their unique, competitive 

edge,” explains Zukin.  “The growth of cultural consumption (of art, food, fashion, 

music, tourism) and the industries that cater to it fuels the city’s symbolic economy, its 

visible ability to produce both symbols and space” (Zukin 1995:2).  Studying the people 

and practices that shape public spaces of food consumption in Moscow thus provides a 

useful optic for exploring the ways in which these spaces and the practices they enable 

come to shape not only the experience of everyday life in the Russian capital, but also 

how the capital itself has come to be produced in its current incarnation.   

 There are three levels of analysis at work in this study.  First, I examine the 

meanings that producers—specifically, restaurateurs and chefs, but also cooks, 

journalists, and educators—in Moscow attach to restaurants and food culture with an eye 

toward connecting the ways that the creation of restaurants as physical and symbolic 

spaces reveals particular configurations of social organization, power dynamics, and 

cultural ideology.  That is, I am interested in addressing the question of who has the 

power to make places of spaces.  The production of place works through the imaginative 

appropriation, use, and transformation of dominant cultural forms (Gupta and Furguson 

2001:5-6).  Restaurateurs, chefs, and media producers, among others, represent social 

groups who are among Russia’s new class of cultural producers and “experts” whose 

work shapes Moscow’s urban culture and environment by renovating, reconstructing, and 

developing urban space.  Translating their world-views, life experiences, and travels into 

specific economic and cultural products, these individuals and groups filter the global 
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into the local.  Moreover, the art of place-making also provides repertoires of images, 

ideas, symbols, narratives, and myths from which people weave identity and the 

meanings and attachments to place that define locality (Lemon 2000).  In other words, 

restaurant and similar “sites of delectation” represent momentary configurations of local 

and global social relations, cultural forms, and political-economies manifested in physical 

space—the kind of “bifocal,” simultaneous experience of local and global theorized by  

Peters (1997).  

 Second, I am interested in connecting the actual aesthetic dimensions of 

restaurants to these broader ideologies.  Location, design, décor, and overall “theme” 

reflect the ideologies of their producers as they create local expressive forms, rewriting 

the local as “vernacular globalization” (Appadurai 1996:10). Combining multiple media 

and expressive forms, restaurants are both places that are displayed and places of display. 

They draw together past and present, imagined and actual worlds. They miniaturize, 

package, and provide arenas for new experiences of culture and time. Part theme-park, 

part museum, part theater, these sites recreate, collect, and display symbolic and material 

culture while providing contemporary stages for consumers to experiment with and enact 

new notions of leisure, sociality, public and private, class, gender, and identity. Thus, 

restaurateurs might also be thought of as “curators” who collect and assemble various 

artifacts in creating the “theme” of a restaurant, from the overall design of a space down 

to the particular kinds of plates and glasses set on the table and the particular design of 

menu. These displays of culture have much to do with elaborating and shaping ideas of 

taste, value, art, and aesthetics. These displays are also inherently political acts of 

representation, imbued with the particular ideologies of their curators and shaped within 
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the contexts of broader discourses about culture, class, nation, and identity (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett 1998). 

Third, I intend my research to provide insight into larger questions about the 

production of urban culture within the context of globalization. If restaurants are 

increasingly important parts of the symbolic and material economy of the city, then their 

role in the production of culture, or what Bella Dicks (2003) calls, “visitability,” is one of 

most significant parts of contemporary urban design. “Places,” writes Dicks, “have 

become exhibitions of themselves . . . through heavy investment in architecture, art, 

design, exhibition space, landscaping and various kinds of redevelopment” cities 

transform urban space into attractive and visitable space (2003:1). And indeed, following 

the financial crisis of 1998, the Moscow City Government launched a renewed effort to 

develop the city’s tourist infrastructure to attract visitors and larger foreign investments.  

Changes in the city’s landscape, such as the massive project of constructing Moscow 

City, a sprawling and ambitious attempt to create Russia’s first urban zone combining 

residential, entertainment, and business spaces in one single development.  By the time I 

arrived in Moscow in 2006, construction had already begun on the Federation Tower, 

slated to be the tallest building in Europe.  This zone-in-the-making was intended, in part, 

to thrust Moscow into the brotherhood of global cities, showcasing how far the capital, 

and through metonymy, Russia, had come since the fall of the Soviet Union.  The 

development of Moscow’s culinary landscape thus needs to be seen within the broader 

attempts of the city’s officials and business interests in representing the capital as a 

“world-class” city, on par with other food and cultural metropoles such as London, New 

York, and Paris.  To the extent that Moscow is the center of the country’s economy, it 
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serves as a gateway through which transnational flows of people, capital, images, and 

commodities pass into the rest of the country.  These transformations suggest that in 

certain ways, Moscow may be seen as a “global city,” or at least in the process of 

attempting to shape itself into one, connected by commerce, culture, and flows of capital 

and people to other global cities and remapping transnational geography that consists of 

interconnected urban centers, rather than bounded nations (Abrahamson 2004).  

Ultimately, this third level of analysis seeks to situate my specific ethnographic 

examination within the larger political-economic contexts of Moscow, Russia, and the 

global market, linking food culture to the cultural politics of place. 

 

A Five-Course Meal 

 In order to address the issues outlined in this introduction, this dissertation 

unfolds in five parts.  Chapter Two lays the theoretical framework for my study. My 

dissertation engages with and contributes to a number of areas in anthropology.  Research 

in the anthropology of food informs my discussion of the ways that food is produced and 

given meaning in modern industrial contexts. Much of the work in this field has focused 

on smaller societies and been limited to the consumption and meanings of food within the 

domestic sphere. By focusing on culinary production in Moscow, I seek to contextualize 

the role of food in shaping and transforming society and culture within processes of 

globalization. Combining this exploration with work that falls under the broad purview of 

the anthropology of visual communication—studies of art, cultural display, and media 

production—I develop a theory of cultural production that allows me to link the 

performative, aesthetic, symbolic, and material dimensions of food and cooking to their 
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larger institutional, political, and economic contexts. That is, I seek to understand not just 

the individuals and groups who produce culinary culture, but the relationships between 

these groups, the actual products they make, and the institutional forces surrounding 

them. On a broader scale, I draw on scholarship on processes of globalization and 

transnationalism in order to connect the particular practices and products of Moscow’s 

culinary scene to broader global restaurant and culinary trends and cultural forces. I 

situate the people and practices that take place in the capital’s culinary scene within 

shifting dimensions of space, from the local, urban scale to the national to the global. By 

situating cooking and cuisine in Moscow within these larger contexts, I analyze how the 

material and symbolic dimensions of cuisine reflect and refract broader shifts and 

processes of globalization.  Finally, I address how these issues have been examined in 

anthropological examinations of postsocialism.  I explore some of the limits of these 

studies and explain how my research contributes to understanding the how postsocialist 

societies have been transformed and how postsocialist citizens have experienced 

marketization and globalization. 

 In Chapter Three I focus on Moscow’s culinary community and restaurant scene. 

Drawing on ethnographic interviews and observations, as well as archival and 

background research, I explore the meanings that various members of the capital’s 

contemporary community of culinary professionals attach to their work.  How do 

restaurateurs and chefs understand their roles in shaping Moscow’s restaurant business 

and culinary culture?  How do they employ rhetorics of art, craft, and economics in 

explaining their work, and what are some of the contradictions and consequences of these 

rhetorics?  What do they see as the broader consequences of their work?  What specific 
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historical, contemporary, local, national, and global culinary vocabularies, aesthetics, 

techniques, and forms do they draw on in producing cuisine and restaurants?  How does 

their work, in turn, inform larger debates about the meanings of nation, place, history, 

and identity in contemporary Russia?  Finally, connecting individual members of the 

culinary community with the Moscow Culinary Association and its work, I examine the 

ways in which Russians are localizing and domesticating global market practices such as 

professional cooking and restaurants, These practices are part of the ways in which food 

is transformed into and elaborated as cuisine, but they are also the paths through which 

cuisine is packaged as strategic representations of culture and economic forms are infused 

with and given meaning as cultural forms.  At the same time, I am also interested in 

seeing these cultural producers as consumers, whose choices and judgments of various 

commodities, from food to plate ware to décor, shape the kinds of goods and meanings 

that become available for general consumption, as well as their inform their values. 

 Chapter Four extends my analysis by focusing in more depth on the performative 

and aesthetic dimensions of cooking and cuisine. Here I move across various sites in an 

attempt to trace some of the ways that the particular aesthetic qualities of food and food 

culture reflect and express the ideologies of their producers and embody political-

economic changes. These sites include restaurants, industry expos and food exhibitions, 

culinary competitions, and cooking demonstrations. My analysis spans these disparate, 

yet related sites and performances in order to explore a range of contexts in which food is 

discussed, displayed, produced, and consumed. I am interested in interrogating the 

politics of culinary performance, aesthetics, and display. At times, these performances 

and displays are related to the interests of local and international business, who are 
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attempting to shape the meanings and values of new commodities. At other times, as in 

the cooking competitions organized by the MCA, these performances are intended to 

express and disseminate representations of Russian national culture, history, and heritage.  

They are, as well, strategic representations of culture deployed on local, national, and 

international stages for political purposes.  How do the specific visual and sensual 

dimensions of restaurants reflect restaurateurs’ and chefs’ views of culture?  How do 

chefs express their experiences and values through the aesthetic and sensory dimensions 

of food?  What larger ideologies are at work and expressed through these performances 

and objects?  How are these strategic representations deployed and communicated 

through aesthetic and performative means? 

 While I contend that ethnographic studies of cultural production are significant 

additions to studies of consumption, I also concede that it is important to address how 

consumers understand and engage with these products and practices. In conceptualizing 

consumption, I cast my net wide. I take it to include not only the meanings, decisions, 

and practices surrounding the purchase and eating of food and cuisine and restaurants, but 

also the performative dimensions of public eating and living in the city; the reception of 

mass media, such as advertisements, articles, reviews, and food-related shows; and 

broader discourses about lifestyle, consumerism, marketization, and other issues that 

inform the meanings and practices of shopping and exchange. Thus, Chapter Five 

explores the realm of consumption, with specific attention to the ways that Muscovites 

and visitors to the capital use and understand restaurants and spaces of public food 

consumption. My interest here is in understanding what kinds of spaces restaurants are, 

and what roles they play in shaping and transforming the experience and meanings of 
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everyday life in the capital. What kinds of performances take place inside restaurants?  

What kinds of performances and identities are enabled or discouraged by the particular 

structures, aesthetics, and discourses shaping restaurants? What are the relationships 

between the worlds and perspectives of restaurateurs and chefs and their clients? How do 

people’s perspectives on and experiences with public eating inform and mediate their 

experience of Moscow’s postsocialist development? How do restaurants and practices of 

dining out ultimately inform and influence processes of social and cultural change and 

globalization? What kinds of subjectivities and identities are produced and negotiated 

through the consumption of cuisine and restaurants? 

 In the final chapter, I conclude by reflecting on my personal experience 

conducting research in Russia.  Often throughout my research I was called on as an 

“expert” in food and restaurants and requested to comment on the problems and 

weaknesses of Moscow’s food culture and restaurant industry.  There were few times 

when I was simply a neutral observer.  Thus, in this chapter I consider how perspectives 

and positions relating to food and taste are always political, and use these thoughts to 

extend my overall examination of the ways that professional cooking and cuisine serve as 

avenues for acting in and upon the world.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORY, BACKGROUND, METHOD 

FIGURE 3: An artist’s ironic juxtapositions of Soviet and Western culture on the historic 
Old Arbat market street. 

 
 In the introduction to her edited volume on popular culture, sex, and consumption 

in post-Soviet Russia, Adele Marie Barker recounts a “defamiliarized, jolting” taxi ride 

through the streets of Moscow. 
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Streets metamorphose, their ‘old’ familiar revolutionary names giving way 
to even older, less familiar names from the pre-Revolutionary past. 
Billboards advertise everything from the laundry delights of Prokter I 
Gembl to dzhinsy Wrangler or Levi-Strauss. A Cathedral erected to 
celebrate Russia’s victory over Napoleon, then subsequently blown up in 
1931 to make room for Stalin’s Palace of Soviet but turned instead into a 
swimming pool, now rises again out of the cavernous mass that once 
housed the pool. Oddly inappropriate buildings—office high-rises, a 
neighborhood Orthodox church, and a McDonalds—eye each other 
uncomfortably on property once state owned, now privatized. And living 
spaces—once communal and scarcely able to contain those who dwelt 
within them—now squeeze out their former inhabitants as the new 
Russians remodel and renovate this former domestic territory (Barker 
1999a:3-4). 

 
Moscow’s culinary and alimentary landscape, too, had been transformed in the aftermath 

of the fall of the Soviet Union. These transformations were facilitated by the increased 

penetration of the global economy, which includes new markets for commodities, images, 

technologies, and even professional specialties. In this chapter I discuss the social science 

literature and provide the historical background that informs my analysis of Moscow’s 

food and restaurant industry and professional culinary community. In the anthropological 

literature on postsocialism, food has emerged as an important lens through which to track 

and examine the consequences and experiences of marketization and globalization in 

Eastern Europe (Caldwell 2002, 2004, 2009a; Humphrey 1995; Patico 2001, 2002, 2003, 

2005, 2008). Indeed, for scholars exploring processes of globalization—both in general 

and in case studies of specific countries—food and its consumption have served as key 

lenses through which to theorize and study the complex interactions between the local 

and the global. While my study is informed and takes it cues by these works, I approach 

the subject of food from a different angle. Where the anthropology of postsocialist Russia 

and Eastern Europe has focused largely on the consumption practices and meanings of 

postsocialist citizens, my study tends to the practices and meanings of those actors and 
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groups—some of whom are foreigners—involved in the production of local consumer 

culture, commodities, and the places where they are consumed. Moreover, while and 

restaurants have often been used in scholarship on globalization as examples of large-

scale processes (Appadurai 1996: Cook and Crang 1996; Hannerz 1992:135-136, 145, 

157; Harvey 1989:299-301) my inquiry adds ethnographic detail and nuance to these 

broad-scale models.  

 My work is thus partially situated within and contributes to anthropological 

studies of food and of visual communication, as well as the fields of postsocialist 

ethnography and globalization studies. To the anthropology of food, which has 

traditionally focused on the meanings and practices surrounding food in the domestic 

sphere or in small-scale societies, I add an examination of the commodification, 

production, and public consumption of food in an urban, post-industrial, and transnational 

context. I provide a glimpse into the complex and heterogeneous “foodways” of a 

globalizing metropolitan area—Moscow—where the production, provision, distribution, 

and consumption of food are increasingly enmeshed with and structured by systems and 

relations outside the domestic sphere. To the anthropology of visual communication I add 

an exploration of taste and cuisine, a subject which has numerous parallels and overlaps 

with visual anthropology’s more standard fare of art, performance, media, and the built 

environment. Food and cuisine, however, have received relatively little treatment in terms 

of the discourses, practices, and aesthetic assumptions that make them into material 

culture. While less a coherent subfield or focus than an unruly “range of knowledge 

bases” (Ginsburg 1998:174), the anthropology of visual communication’s emphasis on 

the study of the visual dimensions of human culture and social organization can serve as 
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a north star for studying food and cuisine. As with other visual media and performative 

forms, cuisine and restaurants are “arenas in which social actors struggle over social 

meaning and as visible evidence of social processes and social relations” (Mahon 

2000:467). Studying the production of cuisine and restaurants, illuminates the “everyday 

practices through which social actors produce aesthetic values, ideological perspectives, 

and gender, race, class, national and sexual identities” (Mahon 2000:467). 

 While consumption has emerged as a key topic in anthropology, approaching 

cuisine and restaurants from the perspectives of their producers also allows me to address 

issues specific to postsocialist Russia and the social and cultural consequences of 

marketization and globalization. Anthropologists studying postsocialism have built their 

work on the notion that consumer practices are among the most salient manifestations of 

the ways that people are engaging with their changing social and economic contexts. 

(Patico and Caldwell 2002:2). Their focus has largely taken its cue from the discipline’s 

broader shift towards viewing consumption as a form of cultural production that 

constitutes, rather than merely reflects, social experience and subjectivity (Miller 1995; 

Myers 2001). Certainly this turn towards consumption captures one of the fundamental 

characteristics of modern life (Miller 1995). Yet, the centrality of consumption does not 

preclude other—and in some cases more powerful and productive—positions from which 

individuals and groups engage with modernity and the global economy. The 

restaurateurs, chefs, and other culinarians who comprise Moscow’s restaurant industry 

are some of the new social actors who are among the most prominent authors of the city’s 

consumer culture and landscape. As such, they are positioned to translate foreign 

economic and cultural forms and practices into the sights, smells, tastes, and experiences 
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of the local. Yet, while these actors have come to occupy new positions in post-Soviet 

society, they emerged from much the same social and cultural contexts that “ordinary” 

consumers have. This shared past informs the values and practices of these cultural and 

economic producers, even while their specific positions in the new social order transform 

them in unique ways. Thus, researching these cultural producers reveals dimensions of 

such processes that more common consumer-focused studies are poorly position to see. 

This approach not only provides an alternative perspective on the “shifting structures of 

authority, responsibility, privilege, and personhood” (Patico and Caldwell 2002:287) that 

anthropologists have sought to understand; it also provides a unique vantage point from 

which to catch the transnational circulation of economies, cultural forms, ideas, and 

people as they pass through and are engaged by local actors, groups, and institutions. 

In the next section I discuss the ways that anthropologists have approached and 

studied post-Soviet and postsocialist Russia and Eastern Europe. My discussion combines 

a review of the relevant literature with historical background in order to contextualize my 

particular approach and perspective on contemporary Moscow. I then discuss how the 

specific questions I ask about cuisine, restaurants, and professional cooking in Moscow 

provide insights into broader anthropological questions about the processes and 

consequences of globalization. Following my discussion of space, place, and 

globalization, I begin building the theoretical framework of my approach to food, cuisine, 

and visual culture. Although one of my fundamental interests is in exploring the 

relationship between cuisine and identity, I take neither “cuisine” nor its connection to 

identity for granted. Rather, I see cuisine as a cultural category that emerges out of the 

social relations and institutional contexts of its production. Thus, I am less interested in 
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distinguishing or defining cuisines than in understanding how they come to be defined, 

maintained, and legitimized as representations of culture, nation, place, and identity. 

 

Anthropology of Postsocialism 

Hegemony of Form 

In Eastern Europe’s socialist regimes, the state exercised tight control over the 

economy, as well as the production of culture, time, and space. Deema Kaneff 

 
FIGURE 4: Markers of global food corporations and new eating 
experiences had become common parts of Moscow’s landscape. 
 
 
 

explains that “Marxism-Leninism was in essence an economic and socio-political project 

with an important temporal dimension. . . . The seizing of time by the state established 

temporality” as one of the state’s central technologies of power (2004:8). Kaneff is 

referring mainly to historical time, where the production of history and “the past” held 
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tremendous significance in society’s progress toward an “inevitable” communist future. 

History under socialism was shaped by a temporal framework that defined the present 

and re-wrote the past in terms of the presumed inevitability of the communist future.  

The state’s hegemony covered not only the large, abstract realm of historical time, 

but the everyday experience of time and space, too. This power, however, was often 

experienced as the unintended consequences of policies aimed at other problems and as 

the outcome of the structural properties of socialism, in general (Verdery 1996:41). For 

example, in her discussion of 1980s socialist Romania, Katherine Verdery argues that it 

was the state’s control over the official uses of time, exercised through policies that 

directly or indirectly structured uses of the body, that defined much of its power 

(1996:39-57). State holidays, party meetings, and state-controlled public events 

colonized, structured, and limited “leisure” time. Socialism’s infamous food lines, for 

example, worked to immobilize bodies, cut-off alternate uses of time, and create an 

emphasis on the strategic accumulation of goods rather than on their consumption 

(Verdery 1996:47). Control over water supplies and gas regulated when urban dwellers 

could bathe, cook, and even flush the toilet (44). Prohibition of contraception and 

abortion forced the “scheduling” of sex onto biological rhythms (45). This arhythmic 

seizure of time not only minimized the possibility of alternative uses of time and the 

body, but also eroded people’s ability to socialize, thereby eroding a central component 

of Romanians’ senses of self (55). 

David Crowley and Susan E. Reid (2002) describe similar situations in terms of 

the state’s control over space. From the beginnings of the Eastern bloc and the Soviet 

Union, ownership and control of space were seen as socializing projects in the formation 
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of ideal socialist subjects (Crowley and Reid 2002:15). The nationalization of land and 

the centralized control over the construction, configuration, uses, and names of buildings, 

parks, monuments, and other public spaces were infused with ideological meaning. Cities 

and towns became key points for the construction of socializing institutions, such as 

museums, theaters, cinemas, clubs (Kelly et al 1998:10), and, as I shall discuss, public 

places of food consumption. Moreover, ideology was literally mapped onto the social and 

spatial arrangements of the communal apartment (kommunalka), with its “revolutionary 

topography” of about 10 square meters per person and 13 square meters per family 

(Boym 1994:124). “Home” and “space” were radically re-imagined in ways that 

structured gender relations in terms of Leninist ideology and all but precluded private life 

(Barker 1999:33). (Svetlana Boym suggests that this helps explain why, in Russian, there 

was no word for “privacy” [1994:26]). 

Throughout the Soviet Union, centralization was the governing principle of the 

state’s economic policies and interventions in both the industrial and commercial spheres 

(Hessler 2004:56).  In the latter, this focus on centralization meant that the state’s hand 

touched nearly every aspect of trade, from the production, distribution, and pricing of 

goods to their design, packaging, and marketing.  Where food was concerned, the 

socialist state’s purview encompassed not only the spaces in which citizens received 

rations and ate their meals, but the very production of nutritional and culinary knowledge 

and practice.  Such alimentary hegemony made food and the practices and meanings 

surrounding it powerful tools for shaping and transforming Soviet society and culture. 

Even before the official birth of the Soviet Union in 1921, food crises were 

already weighing heavily on the young Bolshevik government’s policy decisions and 
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actions.  Ushered into power under a banner of Peace, Land, and Bread, the new regime 

found itself facing the same severe, destabilizing food shortages that had contributed to 

the fall of both the tsarist and provisional governments just months earlier.  Born out of 

crisis, the Bolsheviks responded in kind, embarking on an ambitious and radical plan to 

reorganize the country’s food supply, production, and distribution infrastructure by 

combining rationing with the development of a large-scale system of obschestvennoe 

pitanie (public catering).  Among the earliest targets of these reforms were private 

restaurants and family kitchens in urban Russia.  In place of restaurants, hotels, student 

dormitories, and even private homes, the government built a network of centralized 

dining facilities (Borrero 1997, 2002).  These cafeterias, workplace canteens, and public 

dining halls grew rapidly, becoming the primary conduit for food distribution in Soviet 

capitals.  By mid-1920, some 15 percent of urban residents received their meals at 

workplace cafeterias, and 33 percent patronized public dining halls (Hessler 2004:65).  In 

Moscow by 1921, more than 90 percent of the population was being fed in state-run 

dining facilities (Borrero 2002:270).  Along with constructing new public places for the 

distribution and provision of food, Soviet leaders committed themselves to developing a 

food system organized on the basis of scientific knowledge and methods.  Scientists, 

nutritionists, chefs, and food-service workers were enlisted in the creation of a new 

Soviet science that was to revolutionize all aspects of food, from production and 

distribution to nutritional standards, culinary principles and practices, and even the spaces 

where food was cooked and eaten (Borrero 1997; Caldwell 2009a; Rothstein and 

Rothstein 1997).  Throughout the 1920s and into the early 1930s, the state added to the 

growing ranks of public dining halls new research institutes, gigantic kukhni-fabriki and 
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tsekhi pitaniia (food processors and factories), culinary schools, and technical vocational 

colleges, frequently employing modern technology and techniques borrowed from the 

West.  

Although certainly driven by the urgencies of crisis, Soviet food policies and 

plans were also governed to a large degree by ideological considerations.  Utopian ideals 

and revolutionary rhetoric shaped the public catering industry at many levels.  For early 

reformers, private restaurants and kitchens represented wasteful, inefficient vestiges of 

bourgeois culture and society (Borrero 1997; Rothstein and Rothstein 1997).  Not only 

was the preparation of food by individual families and in private restaurants seen as a 

waste of resources, worse, it was seen as “a yoke holding back the moral, ethical, and 

political development” of society (Rothstein and Rothstein 1997:178).  Advocates of 

communal dining thus saw it as a practical way to introduce and cultivate collectivist 

values and egalitarian relationships among Soviet citizens.  For example, in his history of 

communal dining in Moscow and Petrograd, Mauricio Borrero (1997) references a 

pamphlet, entitled Obschestvenny stol (The Public Table), that was written in support of 

communal dining.  In addition to providing nourishment for the general population, wrote 

the pamphlet’s author, public dining halls, along with a proposed network of teahouses, 

canteens, communal kitchens, and food distribution points would serve important roles in 

educating and socializing Soviet citizens.  Appropriating lessons from private restaurants 

and taverns, these new socialist spaces would use aesthetic touches such as music, 

painting, sculpture, and furniture to attract and retain customers, thereby fostering and 

instilling ideals of egalitarianism and communalism  (Borrero 1997:165-166).   



46 

The Stalinist era of the mid-1930s marked a major shift in the state’s orientation 

toward consumption and consumer goods. If the years prior to the Second Five-Year plan 

were characterized by a valorization of proletarian culture and revolutionary ideals, the 

years following the plan saw the emergence of a new Soviet consumer culture and a 

broader transformation in the values espoused by the Party leadership (Gronow 2003).  

What Leon Trotsky called “the great retreat” was a break in the cultural politics of the 

country that allowed for “a more hedonistic and individualistic way of life” (Gronow 

2003:9).  This value transformation revealed itself most in Russia’s material culture and 

urban landscape, particularly in the realm of food culture and industry.  Behind these 

changes was Anastas Ivanovich Mikoyan, the head of the Ministry of Food and, later, the 

Minister of Foreign Trade.  Charged with engineering a rapid increase in the quantity, 

quality, and variety of food products, Mikoyan helped change the face of the Soviet food 

industry.   

One dimension of this transformation was a new emphasis on luxury food items.  

Following a decree from Stalin, Mikoyan initiated ambitious projects to produce 

champagne, chocolates, sausages, and other “non-essential” products.  It was under 

Mikoyan’s auspices that the Krasny Oktiabr’ (Red October) chocolate factory grew into a 

huge industrial enterprise that remains a well-loved brand name until today.  Similarly, it 

was under Mikoyan, acting in accordance with Stalin’s decree, that the famous Soviet 

champagne (Shampanskoe) was born. All these new products required new spaces in 

which to sell them and new modes with which to market them.  Thus, the 1930s 

witnessed the emergence of two kinds of luxury food stores — gastronom and bakaleya 

— in the main cities of the Soviet Union.  These new stores were designed as high-
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quality shops, contrasting starkly with the small, dirty, and poorly equipped outlets that 

characterized the Soviet retail landscape (Gronow 2007:148). They differed not only in 

design and décor, but also in service, which was expected to meet higher standards of 

cordiality and customer service. 

The second dimension of the new Soviet food culture was the resurgence of 

restaurants and cafés. In 1934, the system of food distribution that was organized under 

the People’s Commissariat of People’s Supply was split into two ministries, that of 

Domestic Trade and that of the Food Industry.  Following the elimination of bread 

coupons and general rationing in 1935, a new Central Administration of Restaurants and 

Cafes (GURK) was established in 1936 (Gronow 2003:149). To the list of ordinary 

workplace canteens and cafeterias, two new “classes” of dining and drinking 

establishments were created.  Where the first and lowest class consisted of closed 

workplace dining halls accessible only to workers in those specific factories, the second 

category included open canteens, cafes, tea rooms, and bars.  The third category included 

full-service restaurants, which were characterized by their “quality design, good service 

and fine tableware,” as well as cooking food to order and being prohibited from selling 

mass-produced, ready-to-serve dishes (Gronow 2003:149).  

What this history demonstrates is that throughout the Soviet era, changes in 

socialist priorities of production reflected larger shifts in the values of the state.The look, 

smell, and taste of food, as well as the practices through which it was produced and 

distributed and the contexts and places in which it was consumed were closely connected 

to ideological tendencies at the top of the Communist Party. Through close control at the 

highest levels of government of everything from the design and marketing of champagne 
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bottles and candy wrappers and the décor of stores and restaurants to the codes and 

regulations that dictated everything from the location; size; seating capacity; types of 

equipment; delivery of supplies and ingredients; and quality standards, recipes, and prices 

of menu items of restaurants and cafes, the Soviet state attempted to govern the meanings 

and practices of cooking and eating (Gronow 2003; 2007). 

 

Post-Soviet Transformation 

As Alexei Yurchak explains, the Party State’s control over all these institutions, 

representations, and practices created “a unified, centrally orchestrated, and hegemonic 

system of public representation, and the chances of being surprised by an unusual name 

were minimal” (2000:406). It is thus in part because of the state’s relative hegemony over 

the public production, representation, and uses of space, time, sociability, leisure, and 

entertainment that these became among the most significant sites for ethnographic 

examinations the production of post-Soviet culture and identity. The collapse of the old 

regime made these key sites for experimentation with and production of new identities 

and cultural forms.  

Ethnographers of postsocialism have paid close attention to the particular ways 

that people’s prior experiences, histories, and memories have shaped local responses to 

large-scale changes. Much of this literature hinges on vehement criticisms of the terms 

and assumptions of neo-liberal debates about the aftermath of state socialism (Berdahl 

2002:2; Bridger and Pine 1998; Burawoy and Verdery 1999; Hann 2002; Humphrey 

2002; Humphrey and Mandel 2002; Verdery 1996). These criticisms have most often 

been leveled at the work of political scientists, economists, and even the press, whose 
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analyses are often informed by the ideological structures of Cold War politics and framed 

by neo-liberal assumptions about market reforms and democratization. These analyses 

often imagined the post-Soviet economy, political system, and society in a state of 

“transition” from socialism and totalitarianism to capitalism and democracy.  

Although a convenient trope, the idea of “transition” has been widely criticized by 

anthropologists for its problematic assumptions and latent ideologies. Anthropologists 

with more nuanced attention to complexities of the post-Soviet situation have pointed out 

the problems with such unilinear models of social and cultural change and the 

teleological, Western-based discourses of capitalist “triumphalism” that have 

characterized studies of “transitology.” They have consistently shown how the 

contradictions and ambiguities of post-Soviet social, political, and economic 

configurations challenge the transparency and coherency of any single, Western-based 

definition of democracy and the “free market” (see Paley 2002). This work has countered 

the idea that the continuity of “socialist legacies” or the persistence of elements of Soviet 

culture is a stubborn impediment to social and economic reform. Instead, it suggests that 

“what may appear as ‘restorations’ of patterns familiar from socialism are . . . direct 

responses to the new market initiatives, produced by them, rather than the remnants of an 

older mentality” (Burawoy and Verdery 1999:1-2). The need to counter problematic 

political and economic discourses explains one reason why consumption in particular, 

and market relations of production and exchange in general, have been so important in 

post-Soviet anthropology. 

Consequently, one of the most prevalent strands of research has focused on 

producing case studies of the various ways that local groups have adapted, resisted, and 



50 

responded to market reforms. In large part because of the “clash between deeply 

ingrained moralities and the daily pressures, opportunities and inequalities posed by 

market penetration” (Humphrey and Mandel 2002:1) that anthropologists have favored 

the sphere of economics in charting postsocialist change. The prominence of certain 

previously banned market activities such as trading, barter, and lending, postsocialist (and 

especially post-Soviet) economies has allowed ethnographers to explore the parallels and 

continuities, rather than just differences and ruptures, between socialist and capitalist 

political economies. For example, a number of case studies have shown how people have 

adapted socialist relations of production and distribution to create new, local institutions 

and avenues for securing and allocating resources (Humphrey 2002; Lampland 1996, 

2000; Nagengast 1991; Perrotta 2002). Others have examined changing notions of 

property rights and new “citizenship regimes” that regulate access to these re-worked 

post-socialist economies (Humphrey 1999; Shreeves 2002; Verdery 1999). This work has 

included explorations of the roles of narrative and representation in shaping the local 

outcomes of market reform and the organization of social hierarchies (Humphrey 2002; 

Ries 1997).  

These works provide useful examples for the ways that studies of local relations 

of production and exchange can illuminate processes of social change and provide 

insights into the values and workings of socialism. At the same time they emphasize the 

perspective that the past enters into the present not as a static history but as sets of 

experiences, symbols, and habits that significantly shape the ways that people and 

institutions engage with large-scale change. Furthermore, they suggest that the particular 

historical knowledge and practice that people call on is somehow closely related to the 
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specific institutions and processes that they are engaging with.  This raises the possibility 

of inquiring into the dialectic relationships between the past and the present, of asking 

why it is that some histories and experiences are drawn into the present while others are 

not. As Humphrey points out, “we do not need to reify Russian culture . . . to accept that 

some combination of previous ways, beliefs, and habits of mind . . . forms repertoires by 

means of which people can make sense of their activities (2002:xxxi).  

The broad geographical range of this work, however, belies its relatively narrow 

topical and theoretical scope. Much of this literature focuses specifically on experiences 

and strategies of the “underclasses”—workers, rural populations, women, ethnic 

minorities, “the poor”—in dealing with privatization, decollectivization, and the 

penetration of the market into everyday life (Bridger and Pine 1998). This concentration 

suffers from two main methodological and theoretical shortcomings. First, it tends to 

ignore urban settings the asymmetrical positions of power and access of those groups 

living in them. Setting aside for the moment the importance of the emerging middle-

classes (Caldwell 2002, 2004, 2009b; Patico 2004, 2005, 2008) and urban elites (Yurchak 

2000) in driving some of these changes, even the experiences of the urban poor in cities 

such as Moscow and St. Petersburg are qualitatively different from those of rural 

communities in terms of the social, cultural, political, and economic institutions and 

fields that surround them (Bushnell 1990; Humphrey 2002; Lemon 2000; Ries 1997).  

At the same time, the emphasis on provincial regions neglects the complex fields 

and processes that connect urban and rural experiences, glossing them merely as the 

ambiguous “large-scale forces” that contextualize rural sites. For example, following the 

lead of McDonald’s, in the 1990s restaurateurs and food companies in Moscow and St. 
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Petersburg began purchasing farms and establishing their own production and supply 

chains in rural areas in order to ensure control over ingredients. As key agents of 

decollectivization and privatization, these elites connected urban appetites and 

consumption to the experiences of life in the countryside. Furthermore, their prominent 

positions in the symbolic and material economies of cities makes these actors and groups 

key brokers in the articulation of global flows of people, capital, commodities, images, 

and ideas with local consumers and markets. 

Moreover, by situating their studies among well-defined rural communities, 

anthropologists have risked producing essentialized representations of post-socialist 

“peoples and cultures” (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). The preponderance of edited volumes 

of case-studies where each individual study deals with its own small pocket of post-

socialist transformation reflects a tendency to disregard the complicating roles of 

transnational movements and flows (Appadurai 1996). Hence the importance of attending 

to relatively under-represented groups and areas of post-Soviet life, such as elites, artists, 

the middle-class, urban life, and the production and consumption of culture, including art, 

leisure, tourism, and entertainment.  

 

Soviet Values in Contemporary Russia 

As discussed in the introduction to this chapter, anthropologists have had good 

reasons for shifting attention to processes of consumption, both in general and in 

postsocialist countries in particular. One of the key justifications for this focus in 

postsocialist countries hinges on the idea that the differences between consumption 

during and after the Soviet Union reveal crucial dimensions of the processes through 
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which people experience, make sense of, and engage with marketization, globalization, 

and broad scale transformation. However, it is precisely for these same reasons that it is 

important to focus on producers in contemporary Russia, for they, too, emerged from the 

socialism trailing similar experiences as consumers. 

Most of the restaurateurs and chefs who constitute the main subjects of this 

dissertation shared experiences as consumers in the Soviet Union. As Humphrey points 

out, “the sovereignty of the Western shopper, . . . that is, shopping . . . as a leisure 

activity” does not readily translate for Russian reality (1995:47). Katherine Verdery 

points out that, although consumption did exist under state-socialism, people’s 

experiences of consumption and their relationship to the economy were structured very 

differently from capitalist systems (1996:19-57). Verdery distinguishes between two 

socialist economic spheres: the official, or formal economy, and the “second” or 

“informal” economy (1996:27).  Socialist economies were economies of shortage, where 

the emphasis was more on the production and distribution of goods rather than on their 

consumption.  The state’s tight control over the distribution of goods produced a situation 

in which people’s ability to procure goods was based less on wealth than on social 

capital, on the ability to procure goods in spite of and outside of official avenues, often by 

recourse to blat, the ubiquitous black market of social connections and trading.  

Consequently, people developed a “huge repertoire of strategies for obtaining consumer 

goods and services” that included the theft of materials and the illegal use of tools from 

the workplace, the manipulation of state channels of allocation, and illicit trading 

relations (Verdery 1996:27; see also Patico and Caldwell 2002:286-287).   
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The meanings and experiences of consumption in the Soviet Union were not just 

limited to the structure of the economy (although see Verdery 1996:39-57 for a detailed 

discussion of the effects of economic structure on identity and sociality). They were also 

significantly shaped by ideology, politics, and culture. Consumerism, as Jennifer Patico 

and Melissa Caldwell point out,  “was key in state efforts to cultivate and enforce public 

mores and to regulate the most intimate spaces of daily life” (2002:287). In the Soviet 

Union, consumption produced social identity, “as the acquisition of goods was itself a 

thickly social activity that required not only money but also the mobilization of other 

sorts of ‘capital, relationships, and know-how” (2008:4). Central to these efforts were the 

concepts of kul’tura (culture) and kul’turnost' (culturedness), which embodied a variety 

of social, moral, and aesthetic ideals that, according to Svetlana Boym, were at the core 

of many Russian and Soviet notions of “self” (Boym 1994:31; Kelly et al 1998b). Boym 

(1994) provides a detailed semiotic, literary history of these ideals, which date back to 

pre-revolutionary times and were most significantly developed by nineteenth century 

poets and intellectuals.  She points out that these ideals are based on a binary opposition 

between the two notions of byt and bytie, a distinction between banality, spiritual 

bankruptcy, and sexual obscenity, for the former, and spirituality, enlightenment, and 

civilization, for the latter. In the early 20th century, these values came to refer to “a code 

of public conduct and a template for the proper relationship of individuals to material 

possessions, denoting a combination of polite manners, hygiene, and basic knowledge of 

culture” (Patico 2005:483). 

In the post-revolutionary years, beginning with Stalin’s regime, kul’tura and 

kul’turnost were mobilized by the Soviet state to in its project of creating ideal Soviet 
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subjects and establishing the superiority of the “Soviet way of life” (Kelly et al 1998b:9).  

The Soviet state’s projects of producing ideal subjects were exercised through a number 

avenues, including the production of mass culture, such as literature, performance, 

parades, festivals, and celebrations, and the construction of key social institutions, such as 

theaters, cinemas, museums, and clubs (Barker 1999:25; Kelly et al 1998b:10). In this 

way Soviet citizens were less consumers of commodities than of ideologies of 

enlightenment. The pleasures of fashion, home decoration, and personal hygiene were 

less about individual choice and distinction than they were about cultivating the state-

sanctioned values (although, to reiterate, these values pre-dated the Soviet state; they 

were just co-opted and politicized by it).   

Many anthropologists have noted the persistence of ideals of kul’tura and 

kul’turnost’ in post-Soviet Russia. Patico points out that these notions of “culture” and 

“culturedness” are “key, parallel tropes of material and moral value . . . that help provide 

a framework for understanding the tense deliberations over value that . . . have been so 

central to lived experiences of marketization and social displacement” (2005:480). She 

makes this point in order to argue, as many other anthropologists do, that it was through 

new practices and meanings that postsocialist consumers work through and make claims 

about their and others’ merit, identity, and value (Caldwell and Patico 2002; Humphrey 

1995; Patico and Stryker 2001). Patico and others have moreover linked these persisting 

values with the complimentary notion of tsivilizatsia (civilization). Tropes of 

“civilization” and “civilized” behavior and lifestyle have, since the 1990s, come to 

articulate anxieties related to former socialist countries’ position relative to the West. 

Often the idea of “civilization” is paired with notions of “normalcy,” which have come to 
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refer to “objects, services and standards of living which are clearly extraordinary in their 

local context—and yet are imagined to be part of ‘average’ lifestyles in Western Europe 

or the United States” (Fehervary 2002:370). Krisztina Fehervary (2002) has shown how 

for postsocialist consumers in Hungary, “normal” was conflated with lifestyles in 

Western Europe or the United States. Fehervary dubs this a “discourse of normal,” which 

“indexes a profound adjustment of identity set in motion by the sudden geopolitical shift 

of these countries from Soviet satellite to aspiring members of a reconfigured ‘Europe’ 

(2002:370). Thus, anthropologists have argued that such discourses of “civilization” and 

“normalcy” reflect anxieties and uncertainties of people in former Soviet countries who, 

suddenly faced with lost prestige, were “in the unenviable position of having to prove 

their ‘westerness’ in a new context—to themselves as much as to a European Union” 

(Fehervary 2002:370). These ideals, values, and discourses inform the work of 

restaurateurs, chefs, and other culinarians, as well as how these agents reformulate and 

employ these ideals in order to legitimize their work and themselves as authors of culture 

and the built environment. Thus, while consumers may use ideals of culturedness and 

civilization in order to understand, evaluate, and at times contest or affirm new social 

hierarchies and relations, cultural producers at times see themselves as agents of 

civilizing processes (Elias 1969; Mennel 1985). 

 

Moscow is Not Russia: Restaurants in/as the Global City 

Moscow is not Russia”—my informants echoed this distinction throughout my 

time in the field, warning me not to confuse what I saw and experienced in the Russian 

capital with life in the regions. Indeed, throughout my time in the field this division of 
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Russia into Moscow and the rest of the country became one of the most often repeated 

commentaries on the growing disparity between this financial center and the regional 

peripheries.  One way of understanding this distinction between the capital and the rest of 

the country involves the ways that Moscow’s new consumer landscape and the meanings, 

values, and practices it represents to anxieties, uncertainties, and ambivalences about the 

transformations that Russia has and continues to experience. This cultural explanation, 

however, is also grounded in concrete transformations in Moscow’s economic structures 

and physical landscape that, as with Barker’s description at the beginning of this chapter, 

speak to ostensibly clashing confluences of times, places, and ideologies. Thus, one of 

the dimensions of an emerging culinary culture is the place of restaurants and cuisine in 

the globalization of Moscow and its attempts to make itself into a “world-class city.” 

Since the 1990s globalization has emerged as a major issue within not only 

anthropology but most of the social sciences. While scholars continue to debate and 

refine their definitions and models, certain characteristics link their differences of 

perspective. These include, as Appadurai (1996) has famously described, the increased 

speed of flows of capital, people, images, ideas, and technology across national borders. 

These “flows” have consequently complicated  commonplace notions of community, 

nation, place, and the local. Indeed, the language of globalization is embodied in 

metaphors of movement and instability. Borders and boundaries grow “porous” and 

“fluid.” There is “simultaneity,” “interconnectedness,” and “plurality” at the same time as 

there is “rupture,” disjuncture,” and “deterritorialization.”  

In studies of globalization and transnationalism, cities have a special role as 

points of access into and passage for global flows of signs, bodies, commodities, and 
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capital (Appadurai 1996; Hannerz 1996). Scholars have increasingly noted how the 

forces of globalization have in some cases reconfigured global geographies so that certain 

phenomena increasingly occur within and connect areas that transcend the boundaries of 

nation. Hannerz makes the point that globalization is “not a replication of uniformity but 

an organization of diversity, an increasing interconnectedness of varied local cultures” 

(1996:102). This “organization of diversity” calls attention to the ways that these global 

flows connect particular places and people in ways that generate new geographical 

linkages and scales. In these new linkages, certain cities serve as central nodes in the 

organization of regional, national, and international and transnational flows. Friedmann’s 

(1986) “world city concept” formalized a definition that included such things as being a 

major financial center and focus for the headquarters of international companies and 

organizations, providing producer-service facilities, and having highly-diversified 

functions. Saskia Sassen (1991), too, contributed to elaborating the world or global city 

concept, as did Manuel Castells (1989), who developed the concept of an “Informational 

City.” 

In Russia’s re-emergence onto the world stage and integration into the global 

economy, Moscow was a key link (Kolossov et al 2011). In the Soviet Union, Moscow 

was a privileged site for many of Russia’s social, economic, and cultural  advances and 

programs. Muscovites often benefited from greater access to the achievements of the 

socialist economy, including basic and luxury goods, services, and infrastructural 

developments (Fitzpatrick 1999; Gronow 2003; Hessler 2004). In the postsocialist 

context, the capital continued to enjoy its privileged position in the country, serving as a 

gateway through which finance, people, and new goods, products, images, and ideas 
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often entered and dispersed through Russia. Signs of this evolution are ubiquitous. Real 

estate prices throughout the city, particularly in the center, reached astronomical 

proportions, leading some analysts to dub Moscow (one of) the most expensive city’s in 

the world in 2006 and 2007. A boom in new office buildings was signified by the 

proliferation of cranes and construction sites throughout the center. The establishment of 

new business centers and flourishing of retail stores, boutiques, and shopping centers 

evidenced the upgrading of the Soviet “kiosk” economy to a more formal, Western-style 

retail sector. And although ratings of quality of life and income disparity place Moscow 

as second-lowest of all big cities, just ahead of Mumbai (Economist 2001:98), the  

Globalization and World Cities group at Loughborough University nonetheless 

characterized Moscow as a world city (Taylor 2000). 

However, I am less interested in whether or not Moscow qualifies as a “world 

city” or by what standards it should be judged. Among the Muscovites whom I met and 

spoke with, the question of Moscow’s emergence as a mirovoi gorod (world city) was a 

common topic. Discussions were mixes of pride and criticism for how far Moscow had 

come and how far it still had to go. Thus, regardless of formal definitions, the concept of 

Moscow as “world city” was becoming an increasingly salient framework for organizing 

people’s experiences and perceptions of the city. Restaurateurs and cooks saw their work 

as contributing to Moscow’s development as a world-class city, and restaurants were 

among the symbols and places that for many consumers signified this development.  

Consequently, studying “transformations in the built environment, in architecture, 

in the physical and spatial form of cities, and the meaning and significance of these 

changes” allows glimpses into the local consequences of larger national and transnational 
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processes (King 1997:149). One of the challenges raised by globalization has been the 

ways that these processes complicate traditional notions of “culture,” “community,” 

“place,” and “the local.” These challenges have pushed anthropologists to rethink the 

ways they imagine these traditional concepts, seeing them as emerging out of and within 

complex and at times contested social interactions, cultural processes, and political and 

economic institutions. While “the local” may be a “special kind of sensual experience” 

grounded in the habits and dispositions of the everyday (Hannerz 1995:27), the objects 

and practices that shape that experience cannot be easily framed within a stable notion of 

habitus. This is especially case in postsocialist contexts, where the fall of the old order 

has displaced relatively stable social relations and cultural fields and replaced many 

familiar physical and symbolic markers of place. “The local,” like “the everyday,” needs 

to be unpacked, contextualized, and variously explored in terms of its political-economic, 

sensual, and sentimental dimensions. The processes and practices through which “a space 

achieves a distinctive identity as a place” (Gupta and Ferguson 2001:36) unfold in the 

interactions between those agents empowered to construct, shape, and name space and 

those actors who live and move through it. 

In Russia’s “disjointed” urban landscape, restaurants are hybrid spaces of change 

and continuity, combining Russian and Western cultural forms and practices and 

reshaping familiar places by building new businesses among old Soviet buildings and 

storefronts. One of the fields that inform my analysis of restaurants is the anthropology of 

space and place, alternately referred to as “the built environment” (Lawrence and Low 

1990; Low 2000; Low and Lawrence-Zuniga 2003). The anthropological study of space 

and place intersects with some of the anthropology of visual communication’s most 
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fundamental concerns. Specifically, this sub-field examines how the form and structure 

of people’s environments, as well as the ways in which they move through, understand, 

manipulate, and represent them, are fundamental parts of culture (Low and Lawrence-

Zuniga 2003; Hall 1966). Such examinations open avenues for understanding the links 

between the experiences of individuals, the cultural meanings they bring to and produce 

through their interactions with the built environment, and the political-economic 

dimensions of these processes (Low 1996).  

Seen as products and processes of cultural production, restaurants also shed light 

on the cultural politics of place-making. Sharon Zukin argues that “culture is a . . . 

powerful means of controlling cities. As a source of images and memories, it symbolizes 

‘who belongs’ . . . As a set of architectural themes, it plays a leading role in urban 

redevelopment strategies based on historic preservation or local ‘heritage’” (1995:1). 

Dicks’ (2003) notion of “visitability” points to the ways that restaurants stand at the 

intersection of the production of culture and place, providing physical embodiments of 

particular ideologies of the city. David Beriss and David Sutton write that “restaurants 

can be sites for the deployment of practices of social distinction, where chefs struggle for 

recognition as stars, and where artists and patrons insist on being seen to eat and to eat 

particular things. Restaurants can define urban landscapes, reflecting and shaping the 

character of neighborhoods or even the reputation of whole cities and regions” (2007:3). 

In contemporary Moscow, restaurants certainly serve as sites for all of the above. If the 

production of cuisine mediates culture and social relations, then part of this process 

occurs through the production of the places where cuisine is created, cooked, displayed, 

and consumed. Restaurants thus enter into the processes through which cities transform 
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urban space into attractive and visitable space, and, in a globalizing city such as Moscow, 

become strategic elements in their bids for “world-class” status,   

In my analysis, restaurants exhibit similarities to both museums and media, two 

subjects of particular interest in the anthropology of visual communication, which I 

discuss below. These similarities are located in the ways that restaurants serve as sites for 

the display and consumption of and contact with culture. The notion of “culinary 

tourism” captures these similarities. In their analysis of the emergence and development 

of ethnic restaurants in Quebec City, for example, Laurier Turgeon and Madeleine 

Pastinelli (2002) argue that these places transformed Quebec City into a 

“miniaturization” of the world that enabled locals to consumer exotic others in ways 

similar to museums and collections (see also Stewart 1993). This process was something 

outlined by Ian Cook and Philip Crang in their exploration of the ways that “globally 

extensive networks and flows of foods, people and culinary knowledge are being locally 

articulated” in the fashioning of London as “cosmopolitan metropolis” (1996:132). Cook 

and Crang develop a model of the ways that global culinary culture is localized by 

viewing foods as both “placed cultural artifacts” and “dis-placed materials and practices” 

(1996:131). Restaurants, in their role as tourist sites in urban spaces, allow for the 

digestion not only of foods but also of the geographical and cultural representations they 

carry. 

Roger Silverstone (1988) makes a very useful analogy between museums and 

media. Museums, like the media, “are in the communication business” (Silverstone 

1988:231). As such, both museums and the media are significant “agents of 

representation: of the past, of other cultures” (1988:231). Making this connection 
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highlights the roles of sites of cultural display as sites of mediation involved in the 

processes through which people negotiate between disparate times, spaces, and cultures. 

However, while Silverstone suggests reading both museums and the media as texts, I 

suggest extending this connection to adopt Nick Couldry’s (2000) model of media power. 

Couldry explicitly writes against seeing media as texts and viewers as interpreters of 

meaning. Instead, he argues, as do Radway (1988), Ang (1990), and Morley (1992), that 

this model of communication fails to address the ways that media act in the world, 

“creating new distances . . . and building new presences, new places of significance” 

(2000:26). Couldry’s spatial model of media power suggests understanding media 

“reception” in terms of the ways in which people interact with and draw on mediated 

representations in space. That is, he suggests that ethnographers can study the power of 

the media by looking at how mass-mediated representations shape the meanings and 

experiences of social space. Thus, making the connections between place and the media 

allows a perspective that looks not just at representations in restaurants, but at how those 

representations and displays transform people’s ideas about and ways of moving through 

space. 

I see restaurants as such mediated spaces, which transform the meanings and 

experiences of social and urban space by virtue of the ways that they make certain places, 

times, practices, and performances differentially meaningful. Restaurants are “specialized 

sites of consumption” and “delectation” that play significant roles in the symbolic 

economy of cities (Zukin 1995). They are part of the culture of cities and intersect with 

other cultural forms, including art, fashion, music, media, and tourism. As such, 

restaurants are highly circumscribed spaces that magnify larger social, cultural, and 
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political discourses within the city. Restaurants offer highly-charged vantage points for 

examining the connections between a number of visual cultural forms—cuisine, art, 

fashion, design—and larger political-economic contexts. At the same time, restaurants 

are specific points in the physical and symbolic landscape of cities where people can 

engage with representations of culture—a king of embodied mediation located in specific 

places. 

To the extent that the production and exhibition of culture are major urban 

industries, then restaurants, too, can be seen sites of cultural production, display, and 

consumption. Through their use of various media and design elements such as video, 

music, decor, art, and cuisine, restaurants might be thought of as what Umberto Eco 

(1986[1975]) called spaces of “hyperreality,” places where situations and representations 

of virtual and actual worlds are consumed and experienced as real. Part theme-park, part 

museum, part theater, these sites recreate, collect, and display the symbolic and material 

culture of distant times and places while providing contemporary stages for consumers to 

experiment with and enact new notions of leisure, sociality, public and private, class, 

gender, and identity. 

There is a rich body of literature, both within and outside the professional circle 

of the anthropology of visual communication, that has examined the roles of museums, 

heritage sites, and other spaces of cultural display for their roles as mediators of identity, 

culture, aesthetics, class, and locality (Anderson 1991; Jones 1994; Karp et al 1991, 

1992; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998).  For example, Benedict Anderson’s (1991) classic 

study of the discursive production of national identity emphasized the roles of museums, 

national monuments, maps, and other sites of cultural display and visual representation as 
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powerful sites for the articulation of the state’s projects of creating national identity and 

subjects.  As such, museums are places for defining identity and challenging identity and 

community (Karp et al 1991, 1992).  They are sites where ideas about art, value, taste, 

and aesthetics are shaped, deployed, and contested. They are institutions for the 

production of heritage, community, and history, as well as for articulating difference and 

constructing “other” cultures (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998). Since the controversies 

around museum practice in the 1980s and early 1990s, it is no longer possible to see the 

display of culture as a neutral and transparent practice (Jones 1994).  Sites of cultural 

display, and their practices of representation, are inherently political. Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett points to the fundamental power of display and the power of the agents doing 

the displaying.  The exhibition and production of culture, which hinges on the 

classification, organization, and collection of culture, is an inherently political act of 

representation, imbued with the particular ideologies of its “curators,” and shaped within 

the contexts of larger discourses of culture.  Although Kirshenblatt-Gimblett is talking 

about the politics of ethnographic museums, restaurants, too, are involved in 

appropriating cultural symbols, narratives, and practices in new contexts and creating 

new connections between them.   

 

Beyond Food and/as Communication 

 One of the fields that informs this study is the anthropology of visual 

communication. Itself a sub-field composed of sub-fields, the anthropology of visual 

communication is contested terrain, contracting and expanding with the position of the 

person categorizing it. Ginsburg, for example, has argued that “despite the appeal of a 
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very inclusive definition, . . . to attempt to encompass ethnographic film and the study of 

media in the same frame as the literature on art worlds and body decoration seems a 

forced marriage; the range of knowledge bases that each of these areas now commands is 

very large” (1998:174). Jay Ruby, while pushing for an exclusive definition for the 

field’s oldest and, perhaps, most characteristic practice of “ethnographic film” yet 

embraces “an inquiry into all that humans make for others to see—their facial 

expressions, costumes, symbolic uses of space, their abodes and the design of their living 

spaces, as well as the full range of the pictorial artifacts they produce, from rock 

engravings to holographs” (2000:ix; see also Banks and Ruby 2011). Ruby thus calls for 

an anthropology of visual communication that examines not only “all that humans make 

for others to see,” but also how they make sense of, form relationships through, and 

construct “reality” with these visible forms. This third form sees culture in both the 

process and product of visual representation, as variations and patters in “ways of seeing” 

and engaging with the visible world, and as the visible, tangible manifestations of those 

visible systems. 

 In coining the term “the anthropology of visual communication,” Sol Worth 

(1977) sought to challenge the dominant assumptions about film and visual culture. 

Following Dell Hymes’ call to take “the use and functioning of language as problematic” 

(1976:6), Worth and Larry Gross called attention to how “actual people (viewers) 

articulate meaning through film, and how other actual people (viewers) interpret or make 

meaning from film” (1981:77). Although they were speaking specifically about film, the 

main contribution of this conceptual shift was its emphasis on communication as a 

fundamentally social process, shaped by the symbolic conventions and social contexts of 
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a particular community of society. Drawing together Hymes’ (1964) notion of the 

“speech act” and semiotic models of language, Worth (1981) developed an 

anthropological model of visual communication that was grounded in everyday symbolic 

practices.  

 This move away from a product-centered approach to one based on process had 

several significant implications for anthropology. By re-framing communication 

primarily in terms of the social relationships between the maker of an image and its 

viewer, Worth undermined the assumption that meaning is inherent in the image. He 

argued that meaning is made through the use (and because of the existence) of pre-

existing conventions that shape “the articulatory and interpretive strategies to be invoked 

by producers and interpreters of symbolic forms” (Worth and Gross in Worth 1981:138). 

Therefore any representation of the world was, from the start, a product shaped by the 

intentions of its producers(s) and the conventions of the producers’ culture.  

 Furthermore, by foregrounding the social process of communication, this model 

opened up the possibility of studying the processes and strategies by which people learn 

to recognize, interpret, and use symbolic forms of communication—a kind of visual 

social enculturation (Gross 1974; Worth and Gross in Worth; see also Ruby in Worth 

1981). Although he was skeptical of drawing analogues between language and film, 

Worth saw the potential of using the Whorf-Saphir hypothesis as a testing ground from 

which to generate research questions about the relationship between culture, cognition, 

and practices of image-making. Methodologically, this presented the possibility of 

reversing the analytical polarity and moving backward from film and photographs to 

studying the values and worldviews that called them into being (Worth and Adair 1964). 
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 As seminal as Worth’s work was to the development of a model of visual 

communication, its application for other forms of visible culture, such as cuisine, is 

limited. As Ruby argues, such a practice requires a more materialist model of culture as 

“enacted through visible symbols and embedded in behavior” (2000:240). In somewhat 

parallel fashion to Worth’s turn towards symbolic processes of communication, 

symbolic-interpretive and symbolic-interactionist approaches in anthropology and 

sociology, respectively, marked another distinct transformation and elaboration in 

theories of and methodological approaches to visible culture. 

Clifford Geertz’s (1973) interpretive theory of culture most closely parallels these 

formulations. Geertz, too, adopts a semiotic view of culture as “webs of significance” that 

“man . . . himself has spun” (1973:5). Geertz, however, emphasizes a more performative 

approach to symbolic culture. Culture, in his view, is an “acted [public] document” 

embodied in and communicated through symbolic behavior (1973:10). The focus of 

Geertz’s model is on how symbols shape people’s experiences of the world. Symbols act 

as vehicles of culture through which people communicate experience, thought, and 

feeling. As such, the study of symbols is a project of interpretation aimed at discovering 

the meanings encoded in them; “the study of symbols as such was never an end in itself” 

(Ortner 1984:129). 

 Victor Turner’s work compliments Geertz’s in important ways, but places a 

slightly different, although significant, twist on the study of symbols. Turner (1967), too, 

sees symbols as “semantic unites”  of culture that carry multiple meanings. He 

emphasizes the performative role of symbols in social life and highlights the significance 

of studying how symbols are used in context. However, where Geertz is more interested 
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in studying symbols as windows into culture and worldview, Turner’s emphasis is on 

symbols as a form of action in the world. Symbols are made meaningful through their 

roles in ritual, which “is not just a concentration of referents, of messages about values 

and norms . . . It is a mobilization of energies as well as messages. In this respect, the 

objects and activities in point are not merely things that stand for other things or 

something abstract, they participate in the powers and virtues they represent” (1974:n.p.). 

Turner’s (1974) model of ritual subtly shifts the frame from a communicative model to an 

experiential model. Symbols “work” not merely as vehicles of symbolic meanings but as 

“operators in the social process, things that, when put together in certain arrangements in 

certain contexts . . . produce essentially social transformations” (Ortner 1984:131; 

original emphasis). 

 Finally, Erving Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical model of social interaction aligns 

with Turner’s ritual framework, although, like Geertz’s model, it is also based on a 

semiotic foundation. Goffman’s vision of social life as fundamentally performative 

hinges on the idea that social action can be understood as, and in fact is, a form of 

communication. For Goffman, social interaction is a kind of “information game” infused 

with the “activity of signs . . . For if the individual’s activity is to become significant to 

others, he must mobilize his activity so that it will express during the interaction what he 

wishes to convey” (1959:8, 30). Explicit in this theory is the notion that “observers” need 

to be familiar with the “vocabulary” of social performance (Goffman 1959). In terms of 

Worth and Gross’ (1981) model of visual communication, social performance, however 

improvised and partial, requires socialization into the coding patterns and value systems 

of a particular community or society. 
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 Before continuing, it is useful to consider how the anthropology of food dovetails 

with these developments in the anthropology of visual communication. Food is one of 

anthropology’s most enduring research interests, reaching as far back as the discipline 

itself and tracking broader changes in focus, theory, and method. Food is even “more 

fundamental than sex,” wrote Audrey Richards, noting that “it determines, more largely 

than any other physiological function, the nature of social groups and the form their 

activities take” (1932:1). Carole Counihan and Penny Van Esterik expand on Richards’ 

claim, writing that “[f]ood touches everything. Food is the foundation of every economy. 

It is a central pawn in political strategies of states and households. Food marks social 

differences, boundaries, bonds, and contradictions. Eating is an endlessly evolving 

enactment of gender, family, and community relationships” (1997:1). Because it traverses 

so many areas of life, scholars have approached food from a variety of conceptual 

perspectives and have used it to illuminate a wide scope of issues, from taboo, 

commensality, and sacrifice; gender, class, and hierarchy; and politics, ecology, and 

economics; to memory; sexuality; and globalization (Counihan 1998, 1999; Douglas 

1966; Farquhar 2002; Harris 1985; Seremetakis 1993; Sutton 2001; Wilk 2006). 

 Most studies of food owe some gratitude to Claude Levi-Strauss (1969), whose 

dictum that “food is good to think” with paved the way for explorations of the symbolic 

dimensions of cuisine and cooking. Levi-Strauss called attention to the role of food in 

structuring culture, bearing social meaning, and encoding cosmology. For him, food 

functions like language—a code that can be broken down into its constituent elements 

and compared across cultures to unearth deep structures of human cognition. Applying 

structuralist analysis to myths and cuisines of various cultures, Levi-Strauss attempted to 
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discern cultural oppositions that reflected more fundamental cognitive frameworks. In his 

initial comparisons of French and English cuisine, for example, he identifies three sets of 

primary oppositions: “endogenous/exogenous (that is, national versus exotic ingredients); 

central/peripheral (staple food versus its accompaniments); marked/not marked (that is, 

savoury or bland)” (1963:86). Elaborating these binary structures, he maintains, provides 

“a significant knowledge of the unconscious attitudes of the society or societies under 

consideration” (1963:87). 

 Levi-Strauss’ structuralism has shortcomings, of course. In his pursuit of the keys 

to food’s symbolic codes, he presumes overly coherent, bounded, and static systems of 

meaning. History is absent. The possibility of change is unaccounted for and excluded. 

And the link between cuisine and cosmology or national identity is presumed natural and 

unproblematic. Levi-Strauss never questions how the particular culinary practices, 

repertoires, or binaries that constitute a society’s cuisine came to be what they are. 

Moreover, as Mary Douglas, a protégé of Levi-Strauss, points out, this analysis fails to 

address the specific social contexts within which food is produced and consumed, “the 

small-scale social relations which generate the codification and are sustained by it” 

(1975:250). And although Douglas’ own work also focuses more on the maintenance of 

social structure than on its differentiation, her critique nonetheless is a reminder that the 

meanings of food and cuisine are grounded in the everyday contexts in which they are 

produced and consumed.  

 This work demonstrates that cuisine, too, has received its fair share of semiotic 

treatments. In Wendy Leeds-Hurwitz’s (1993) Semiotics and Communication: Signs, 

Codes, Cultures, food figures prominently as an example of a “social code” amenable to 
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semiotic analysis. Leeds-Hurwitz, too, asserts that food is a form of communication. The 

choices of particular foods and eating companions that social actors make have 

implications for “the creation of social identity and social roles,” thus making it “one part 

of how people . . . construct and maintain social reality through communicative behavior” 

(1993:87). One well-known example of this kind of analysis Roland Barthes’ (1997) 

study of food advertising. Drawing on Levi-Strauss’ linguistic model, Barthes sees food 

as “not only a collection of products,” but also “a system of communication, a body of 

images, a protocol of usages, situations, and behavior” (1997:21). However, while 

Barthes sees food as  “perhaps the functional unit of communication” (1997:21), his 

analysis attends to the particular situations in which this unit takes on significance. For 

him, food not only encodes culture; it helps to define the particular contexts within which 

it is used. For Barthes, one of the most fascinating developments of food as a “real sign” 

lies in the ways that it is “charged with signifying the situation in which it used” 

(1997:25). Thus, in Barthes’ analysis, food functions as a symbol that enables people—

the French, in his example—to experience themselves as belonging to and partaking in a 

particular (national) tradition. It allows the French to insert themselves into their “own 

past and to believe in a certain culinary ‘being’ of France” (1997:24). This shift toward 

examining the specific situations within which food is represented or consumed echoes 

the move in anthropological studies of visual culture that emphasize communication, or 

the particular ways that social actors use visual and material culture to express or 

represent culture. 

 Since the late 1980s, however, anthropologists have challenged the assumptions 

and reached the limits of semiotic theories of communication. For example, work on the 
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anthropology of art and artifacts (Gell 1998; Pinney and Thomas 2001), museums and 

cultural display (Jones 1994; Karp et al 1991, 1992; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998), media 

(Askew and Wilk 2002; Ginsburg 1998; Ginsburg et al 2002), and space and the built 

environment (Lawrence and Low 1990; Low 1996; Low and Lawrence-Zuniga 2003) has 

show that, while semiotic theory may provide a useful set of tools for studying 

“meaning” and “interpretation,” it does  not provide adequate analytic direction for 

inquiring into “the study of the power relationships and control of mechanism, messages, 

message-makers, and message-receives” (Worth 1981:106).  

 Moreover, communication models of culture are not equipped for understanding 

the complex contemporary social, cultural, and political-economic contexts and forces 

shaping the  production, consumption, and circulation of visual culture. Ethnographic 

studies of media serve as a useful example of the ways that scholars have challenged the 

linearity of traditional models of communication that see it as a process moving from 

producers through products to consumers (Ang 1990; Morley 1992; Radway 1988). This 

work has point out that one of the major shortcomings of the model of “communication” 

is that it begins with its own construction of its subject, “inevitably begin[ing] by 

assuming that individuals in the audience are already stitched into a particular kind of 

relation with the speaker or writer” (Radway 1988:361). Furthermore, these studies point 

out the sever limitations of the “transmission model of communication” in that it “tempts 

us to foreground the social-psychological moment of direct contact between media and 

audience members, and thus isolate and reify that particular moment as the preferred 

instance that merits ethnographic examination” (Ang 1990:244). This focus on the 

interpretation of “texts” further suffers form the problem of locating the “text” that is 
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deciphered (Morley 1992). Finally, and perhaps most significantly there is the problem of 

seeing culture, “whether as a semiotic system to be deciphered” or “a text to be read,” as 

an “integrated totality” or “universe of shared meaning” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997:1-2). 

Issues of “unintended audiences” (Jhala 1996), resistant and unaccounted audiences 

(Crawford 1996; Martinez 1992), and transnational audiences (Kulik and Wilson 1996; 

Wardlow 1996) raise fundamental questions about the limits of semiotic theory and 

communication models to account for complex and shifting contexts of production, 

reception, and circulation, not to mention the political, economic, and social imperatives 

and constraints on them. 

 These limitations in semiotic approaches to food also come to the fore when seen 

in light of anthropological approaches to the senses (Howes 1991, 2003, 2004; Jackson 

1983; Serematikis 1994;.Taussig 1993). In his classic work, The Taste of Ethnographic 

Things, Paul Stoller (1989) critiques the exclusion of the non-linguistic, sensual 

dimensions of experience from ethnographic studies. Stoller argues against the classic 

Kantian notion of taste “removed entirely from the domain of science” (1989:23). This 

notion, he explains, removed taste from the realm of acceptable and “appropriate” 

subjects for study, stripping the senses of their social, political, and historical contexts 

and structures. It also emphasizes and priorities sight above other senses. Yet, as 

Bourdieu (1989) has shown, taste is not only a historically situated and class-structured 

set of judgments and evaluations, but also a set of bodily dispositions and habits.  

 Although the visual and performative dimensions of cooking, cuisine, and 

restaurants embody key elements of the political, social, and economic contexts and 

struggles that produce them, these elements are also experienced by both producers and 
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consumers. Cooks sweat and curse in the heat, noise, and embodied rhythms of the 

restaurant kitchen. They argue over the “proper” tastes of certain dishes, such as borsch. 

Customers savor the smell of their food, as well as its taste and aesthetics. They eat in 

multi-sensory environments that are shaped and informed not only by conscious 

decisions about music and décor, but also the incidental and contextual aspects of the 

sounds of other diners conversing and laughing. All of these aspects enter into the 

ethnographic exploration of culinary production and culture. 

 

Food, Culture, and the Food Culture Industry 

 These complimentary semiotic approaches to visual communication have 

provided the theoretical ground for a wealth of ethnographic studies and theorizations of 

visual culture (Coote and Shelton 1992; Leeds-Hurwitz 1993), ritual (Moore and 

Myerhoff 1977; Myerhoff 1978) and performance (Beeman 1993; Kondo 1997; 

Schechner 1977, 1982, 2002). And indeed they have also inspired a range of explorations 

of food, including Appadurai’s (1981) early analysis of gastro-politics in South Asia. 

Appadurai notes when “human beings convert some part of their environment into food, 

they create a peculiarly powerful semiotic device” (1981:494). As with Levi-Strauss, 

Appadurai displays an appreciation for the fundamental power of cooking as a form of 

mediation. The transformation of nature into culture, of environment into food also 

transforms social relations.  

 The mediations in which I am interested are perhaps more mundane than those 

that Levi-Strauss ponders. They are, at the very least, more grounded in the social, 

economic, and political contexts surrounding cuisine and cooking. It is not enough to see 
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cooking merely as a symbolic transformation. What makes food the powerful symbol and 

“marvelously plastic kind of collective representation” (Appadurai 1981:494) that it is are 

the social relations and material conditions surrounding and shaping its production and 

consumption. If food and cuisine reveal social, political, and economic structures and 

relations, then their production has the potential for shaping these relations, too.  

 Semiotics and performance theory thus serve as points of departure rather than 

end goals in themselves. While food, cuisine, restaurants, and the performances that take 

place within and around them are highly charged arenas in which social actors enact, 

transform, and (re)produce cultural meanings, these symbols and performances are 

partial, contradictory, and contingent processes that are more than messages. Rather, they 

are themselves the mediums and sites through which culture, identity, community, place, 

and time are given social reality and through which social actors engage with, contest, 

and transform larger structures of power.  

Indeed, the connection between culinary change and social, cultural, and political 

transformation has been amply demonstrated in a number of historically-grounded studies 

(Clark 1975a, 1975b; Goody 1982; Mintz 1985; Spang 2000). Among the most 

influential within anthropology have been the work of Jack Goody (1982) and Sydney 

Mintz (1985), who were pivotal in tracing the political-economic and social forces 

involved in dietary change and the development of national cuisines. Both scholars are 

interested in exploring how food gains meaning and how cuisine comes to embody 

national and class identities. However, rather than taking these meanings and 

relationships for granted, they approach cuisine as something that emerges out of and is 

subject to changes in “the distribution of power and authority in the economic sphere, 
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that is, to the system of class or stratification and to its political ramifications” (Goody 

1982:37).  

Their sweeping historical analyses go on to examine the ways that new 

ingredients, foods, and culinary practices were introduced into, developed, and moved 

through societies, gaining and changing meanings as they spread. Goody, for example, is 

largely concerned with the economic, political, and social factors that contributed to the 

development of highly differentiated cuisines in Europe and Asia, while Mintz focuses on 

the processes and power relations revealed by tracing the diffusion of a single product—

sugar—through the English diet. Both studies show how national cuisines eventually 

coalesced out of the repertoires of ingredients, dishes, cooking practices, and 

consumption patterns of the upper classes, which themselves were often distinguished by 

rare and expensive ingredients and foods drawn from abroad.  

The infusion of these ingredients and foods, in turn, was linked to broader 

economic forces. As Mintz contends in his tracing of the transformation of sugar from a 

specialized commodity and luxury good to a staple of the English working class diet,  

the profound changes in dietary and consumption patterns were not random or 
fortuitous, but direct consequences of the same momentum that created a world 
economy, shaping the asymmetrical relationships between the metropolitan 
centers and their colonies and satellites, and the tremendous productive and 
distributive apparatuses, both technical and human, of modern capitalism 
(1985:15). 

  
Out of the economic events and inventions of the nineteenth century came what Goody 

refers to as the “complete revolution” of industrialized cuisine (1982:153). With the 

industrialization of production came the industrialization of food—transformations in 

production, supply, preparation, cooking, serving, and consumption that enabled the 

diffusion and increased standardization of ingredients, recipes, and cooking practices. 
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The tastes and culinary practices of the elite were made increasingly available for middle-

class mimicry and adoption and, from there, “extended rapidly with the expanding 

economy leading to the ‘bourgeoisification’ of the whole culture of food” (Goody 

1982:153). Ultimately, notes Stephen Mennel, the modernization of food production 

diversified the ingredients, foods, and cookery practices of industrialized societies, 

bringing with it a “culinary pluralism” in which national culinary styles no longer 

dominate food habits and culinary tastes (Mennel 1985:483).  

What these histories illustrate, and Goody’s and Mintz’s analyses reveal, is the 

constructed nature of cuisine and its connection to culture and identity. Cuisine, in this 

sense, is an invented tradition (Hobsbawn and Ranger 1986). Like ethnicity and 

nationhood, cuisines associated with both can imagined (Anderson 1983, Mennell et al 

1992), lending concrete and embodied experiences to culture,  identity, and difference. 

Foods and ingredients that are today defining features of national cuisine and intimate 

parts of the cultural self have often gained their privileged positions through historically-

grounded political-economic and social processes (Ohnuki-Tierney 1995). Bestor asserts 

that “foodstuffs and the material circumstances that bring them forth are embedded in the 

highly fluid social, political, and economic contexts that structure both production and 

consumption. . . . neither cuisine nor cooking can exist apart from the production and 

distribution of foodstuffs” (2008:132). Framed in this way, it is not useful to speak, as 

Levi-Strauss did, of ahistorical distinctions between national and exotic foods or deep-

seeded connections between cuisine and culture. The meanings and values of foods and 

ingredients change as they move (and are moved) through social contexts and time.  
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The transformations in Moscow’s postsocialist culinary landscape are direct 

reflections of both the increased penetration of a global food system and radical shifts in 

Russia’s domestic food industry. But Russia’s postsocialist consumer culture represents 

in certain ways a distinct case of globalization, capitalism, and social change. As Jennifer 

Patico points out, “post-Soviet consumerism and its rituals are not the product of recent 

modernization but to a great extent have been experienced and must be understood as part 

of a shift from on modernity to another, more market-driven one” (2008:11). The shift 

from state socialism to a market economy is a shift from a system based on centralized 

control and a focus on production to one driven by profit and aimed at satisfying 

consumer demand.  

On one hand, the shift to a consumer-driven market raises the question of how 

consumers come to understand and assign value to the new products and practices 

available for consumption. It has been the carnivelsque confluences of the remains of the 

symbolic and material culture of socialism with the new signs of “the market,” “these 

awkward configurations of old and new cultural products and practices, and the complex 

articulation of global commodities in local settings,” that have inspired anthropologists to 

focus on consumption as a central diacritic of postsocialist transformation (Patico and 

Caldwell 2002:285). Thus, studies of consumption have provided ethnographers with an 

important lens through which to explore the particular ways that people bring their past 

values, experiences, and practices to bear on their engagements with new social and 

economic institutions. These studies have provided insights into the new cultural 

meanings and social relations created through Russia’s re-emergence onto the world 

stage.  
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On the other hand, as Goody, Mintz, Mennel, and more recently, Bestor (2004) 

and Cook and Crang (1996), among others, have shown that the meanings of new foods 

and culinary practices are not simply created out of nothing by consumers. Kopytoff’s 

(1986) theory of commodification provides a useful framework for approaching the 

cultural construction of cuisine. Kopytoff argues against viewing commodities as things 

that are simply bought and sold. Rather, he contends, “from a cultural perspective, the 

production of commodities is also a cultural and cognitive process: commodities must not 

only be produced materially as things, but also cultural marked as being a certain kind of 

thing” (1986:64). In order to explain this process, Kopytoff proposes that notion of 

“cultural biographies of things.” The biographical metaphor calls attention to the 

“careers” and “life trajectories” of things as they move through various social contexts, 

acquiring and shedding meanings, identities, and values.  

Bestor applies Kopytoff’s framework to the global food industry, showing how 

that the meanings and classifications of cuisine not only inform and structure this 

industry, but are produced by it, as well. In other words, culinary categories both shape 

the work of the industry and are the products of this work. Bestor’s ethnography focuses 

on one particular site that is both a local and a global marketplace. Although only a single 

marketplace, the Tsukiji fish market is situated within multiple scales and networks, at 

once a “key institution of Tokyo’s infrastructure,” “an important link in Japan’s food 

chain,” “a place where cultural meanings of cuisine, work, gender, and class identity are 

formulated,” “a node in the Japanese fishing industry,” “an embodiment of Japanese 

distribution channels,” and “a border region between vastly different sectors of the 

Japanese (and the global) economy” (Bestor 2008:37). Bestor explores the ways that 
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traders at Tsukiji mediate and shape the meanings and (cultural and economic) values of 

the seafood that passed through the market on its way to restaurants and stores in Japan 

and around the world. These traders are “middlemen,” intermediaries in global 

commodity flows “who articulate the connections between producers and markets (and 

through markets, eventually to distant consumers” (Bestor 2001:77). By situating his 

fieldwork among Tsukiji’s traders, Bestor was able to trace the complex interplay of local 

and transnational social relations, cultural meanings, and institutional contexts that 

shaped the meanings and values of fish as commodity and in cuisine. In short, he 

examines the micropractices of one part of the industrial production of food culture—“the 

food culture industry.” 

As with the traders at Tsukiji, restaurateurs, chefs, and other culinary 

professionals in Moscow are also intermediaries in the chains of commodities that link 

the dinner table to the global food industry. While from the perspective of Moscow’s 

culinary culture and consumer landscape, restaurateurs and chefs are producers, from a 

global perspective they are also intermediaries. Viewed from a seat at a table in one of 

their restaurants, these individuals and groups play central roles in the production of 

restaurants and cuisine, having a hand in everything from location, name, theme, and 

design to the ingredients, names of dishes, aesthetics, and taste of food. Yet framed in 

terms of those global industries that produce and supply agricultural products and food 

ingredients, kitchen technologies, and furnishings and décor, these “producers” are also 

“consumers.” The material bases from which restaurants and cuisine are produced—food, 

ingredients, technologies, appliances, furniture, dishes, etc.—most often come from 

foreign suppliers. The ideas, designs, aesthetics, and recipes that Moscow’s restaurateurs 
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and chefs create are themselves borrowed from and inspired by foreign restaurants, 

cuisines, and experiences. In this respect, restaurateurs and chefs are what Hannerz has 

called “expressive specialists,” people who are “concerned with culture in a narrower 

sense, people somehow specializing in expressive activities,” including art, fashion, 

design, photography, film-making, writing, music, and cuisine (1996:130).   

In Russia, these “expressive specialists” belong to the new post-Soviet class of 

“private actors,” among which Yurchak lists business owners, copywriters, media 

moguls, and journalists (2000:406-407). These new actors emerged in the early 1990s 

following the collapse of the Party State. In the Soviet Union, the state exercised 

centralized control over public discourse, representation, and the production of space. 

This “hegemony of representation,” as Yurchak (2000) calls it, was experienced as an 

immutable symbolic order in which no other public representations within the official 

sphere were possible. The demise of the Soviet Union brought about the relative 

suspension of the state’s hegemony over public representation and “a quick and creative 

process of innovation in all forms of public discourse, especially in the language of 

private business, advertising, mass media, youth culture, and politics” (Yurchak 

2000:406). Russia’s new private actors were the “authors” of these innovations; their 

businesses—shops, cafes, travel agencies, restaurants, clubs, etc.—constituted a 

“uniquely new privately owned public space in a post-Soviet city . . . which mostly 

cater[ed] to the emerging urban middle class and the new rich but [which is] regularly 

visited by less affluent clients as well” (Yurchak 2000:407).  

In this sense, culinary professionals are among the agents through which 

Moscow’s new privately owned public spaces, as well as the commodities sold in them, 
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are produced and consumed. The emergence and development of the restaurant industry 

and new places of public food consumption in Moscow speak to the material 

consequences of new flows and investments of capital, new logics and ideologies of 

urban planning and development, and the growth of new markets for global and domestic 

consumer goods. Restaurateurs and chefs are among the social actors and groups who 

translate and articulate these flows, logics, and goods into the sights, smells, tastes, 

sounds, and experiences of Moscow’s contemporary urban culture. At stake, then, are not 

only the particular visual and material dimensions of these processes of production, but 

also their “impact on social relations, social formation, and social meanings” (Mahon 

2000:469). In these ways, the production of restaurants and cuisine serves as a vehicle 

and a site for these actors and groups  “to construct, articulate, and disseminate ideologies 

about identity, community, difference, nation, and politics” (Mahon 2000:469). They are 

sites for struggles over “the imposition of the legitimate vision of the social world” 

(Bourdieu 1991:239). 

 

The Field of Culinary Production 

Writing about the connections between French culture and French cuisine, 

Priscilla Clark asserts that cuisine “is not food, it is food transcended, nature transformed 

into a social product, an aesthetic artifact, a linguistic creation, a cultural tradition” 

(1975a:32). Clark sees cuisine less as a specific set of meals and recipes than a process 

that involves distinct products, specific functions, and various actors. She develops an 

outline of a “culinary system” based in part on a literary model that involves “creation 

(writing), production (publication), diffusion (publicity, criticism, teaching) and reception 
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of consumption (reading)” (Clark 1975a:32-33). The “creation” of cuisine involves chefs 

(creators), who first prepare a dish or a meal and then delegate its re-creation to cooks, 

waiters, and the various other attendants involved in producing and serving. The 

“production” of cuisine takes places in specific sites—the kitchen, the restaurant, or the 

home. “Consumers” in her model are readers as well as diners. Not only do they consume 

chefs’ meals; they also “read” chefs’ menus and, across broader scopes, cookbooks, 

guidebooks, articles, reviews, and even novels. And between the creation of cuisine and 

its consumers are those people and media who disseminate (diffuse) the alimentary 

discourses that inform the work and perceptions of both professionals and the broader 

dining public (Clark 1975b).  

Discourse, here, has two related connotations. On a broad, theoretical level, 

discourse refers to Foucault’s formulation as agroup of statements which provide a 

language for talking about ...a particular topic at a particular historical moment (1970). 

This includes the assumptions and ideologies that structure notions of taste, aesthetics, 

economic production, and gastronomy (as the art and science of food and eating), among 

others. At the same time, discourse also refers to the more concrete sense of the language 

that people use in describing their worlds and work. Most often when I refer to discourses 

I mean the specific ways that my informants talk about their work. Yet, the language they 

use is itself structured by historically inflected and structured assumptions drawn from 

both the Soviet past and broader global culinary culture and history. However, I do not 

argue that discourse is distinct from practice. Rather, I demonstrate the multiple ways that 

language and narrative are themselves parts of the practices through which the meanings 

and objects of culinary production are made and given social reality.  
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Clark’s model of culinary production dovetails with Becker’s (1982) notion of art 

worlds and Bourdieu’s (1993) model of cultural production. Both Becker and Bourdieu 

reframe art and literature as social and collective productions that cannot be understood 

simply in reference either to themselves. Literature, art, and by extension other cultural 

forms must be understood within their broader social, economic, and cultural contexts in 

order to highlight the politics at stake in the production of these symbolic forms. Becker’s 

art-worlds model calls attention to multiple social networks and connections and 

institutional relations and contexts that produce “art.” These include a dizzying list of 

actors, groups, and institutions not directly involved in the production of art objects per 

se, but who nonetheless influence and constrain “art” as a cultural category (Becker 

1982). Replacing “art” with “cuisine” calls attention to the similar agents, groups, 

networks, and institutions surrounding, structuring, and shaping the social and cultural 

production of cuisine.  

Another significant contribution from Becker’s analysis is the idea that the 

aesthetics of cuisine and restaurants are ultimately activities rather than doctrines (Becker 

1982:131). That is, they are “everyday accomplishments” that emerge out of and are 

constrained by producers’ negotiations with and understandings of broader ideological, 

social, and economic structures. Thus, values such as “creativity,” “art,” and “artistic 

freedom” that had become salient motivations and aims for contemporary chefs and 

restaurateurs in Moscow were themselves made possible and fueled by marketization and 

the increasing interpenetration of the global food industry and culinary culture in 

Moscow’s restaurant scene. The new tastes, cooking practices, and consumption habits 

that emerged in the restaurant scene are also intimately tied to new channels of supply 
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and technologies of production. Moreover, particular practices involved in cooking and 

the particular forms that cuisine takes are themselves the outcomes of negotiations 

between multiple actors. Chefs and restaurateurs sometimes struggle over the power to 

define cuisine and taste, while both must at some level respond to the expectations of 

their audiences and the economic imperatives of their businesses. Ultimately Becker’s 

analysis underscores the point that out of the work of chefs and restaurateurs emerges not 

just the material, edible thing called a “dish,” but the very categories that help shape the 

cultural category of “cuisine,” the practices of its production and consumption, and the 

constraints of broader institutional contexts and relationships, such as those with 

suppliers and importers, government officials, and the media. 

If cuisine, to paraphrase Becker, is the product of a complex network of social and 

institutional relations which themselves continually define, validate, and maintain the 

cultural category of cuisine, then the individual iterations produced by particular actors 

and groups take on political dimensions. In Bourdieu’s model, cultural products and 

producers are located within “a space of positions and position-takings” that constitute a 

set of objective relations within a particular field, be it literary or artistic (1993:30). 

While the positions of cultural producers within their fields are “objective” in the sense 

that they an be described in terms of status and various types of “capital”—symbolic, 

cultural, economic, etc.—they are not neutral. Works of art and literature, as well as 

evaluations of them, imply position-takings through which agents make claims about and 

compete for legitimacy in the field.  

What is at stake in the discursive and material production of cuisine and 

restaurants, then, is not economic rewards reaped form the production of commodities, 
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but individual actors’ and groups’ claims about and on the legitimate vision of the social 

world. On one level, chefs and restaurateurs compete amongst one another in claiming 

that their food and restaurants are “better” in terms of aesthetics, taste, design, decor, etc. 

On another level, by making such claims these cultural producers are also making claims 

about what constitutes “proper” ways of cooking and eating, what defines “quality” 

products and “authentic” cuisine, and how these forms and practices relate to broader 

questions about the directions that society, culture, and economics should take in 

Moscow’s and Russia’s post-Soviet development. In this sense, restaurants and cuisine 

achieve a kind of animation and social agency by virtue of their participation in social life 

(Gell 1998). Rather than being isolated things and places, they serve as vehicles through 

which particular actors extend their agency in attempts to shape and make the world. 

These struggles, then, have implications far beyond simply what constitutes good 

food or restaurants, for what is at stake in the production of cuisine and restaurants in 

contemporary Russia are questions that touch on the subjectivity, personhood, national 

identity, and the meanings of place. These aspects of culinary production and cooking are 

particularly evident in the ways that Russian cooks and cooking are imbued with 

particular cultural and historical significance and deployed in local, national, and 

international settings as strategic representations of culture and national achievement and 

development. Professional cooks see themselves and are seen through the lens of the 

nation as artisans whose work represents and has the potential of transforming Russia’s 

position on a global stage. Chefs, restaurateurs, food companies, and even countries 

attempt to shape and transform cultural categories and consumption practices through the 

visual, sensual, and embodied aspects of food, cooking, and eating, including the 
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particular design, decor, and interactions in restaurants and through particular ways of 

cooking, presentations of food, and combinations of ingredients. 

 

Methodology 

Sliding Scales and Multiple Sites 

In her influential essay, “The Interpretation of Culture(s) After Television,” Lila 

Abu-Lughod (1997) opens by noting the ease of initiating her fieldwork in an Upper 

Egyptian village. Instead of a dramatic trial of difference and complicity a la Geertz 

(1973), Abu-Lughod’s “story of rapport” centers on the “quiet pleasure of recognition” 

she shared with the villagers over watching Egyptian soap operas (1997:n.p.). For her, 

this mutual recognition of shared pleasure suggests the increasingly interconnected 

worlds that people now inhabit, where the ubiquitous presence of television (and mass 

media in general) in everyday life challenges cultural boundaries, complicates identities, 

and undermines familiar anthropological concepts and practices. Although her fieldwork 

situated her in “another” place, she was surprised to find that her modern “pleasure”—

perhaps also a kind of complicity—actually bridged cultural difference rather than 

defined it. Abu-Lughod’s challenge of “finding the right point of entry” for ethnographies 

of and in mediated culture thus has wider implications for anthropology in, and of, a 

“globalized” world, for it highlights the difficulty of conducting research “on the ground” 

when that ground is no longer conceptually or existentially stable. 

In recent years anthropologists have become increasingly concerned with how the 

destabilizing and unpredictable effects of global flows of people, capital, technology, 

images, and ideas across local and national boundaries. In his outline of the emergence of 
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multi-sited ethnography, George Marcus  examines methodological innovations that have 

emerged “in response to empirical changes in the world and therefore to transformed 

locations of cultural production” (1995:97). Marcus argues that ethnographers can no 

longer see the world system as  

 
the theoretically constituted holistic frame that gives context to the contemporary 
study of peoples or local subjects . . . Cultural logics so much sought after in 
anthropology are always multiply produced, and any ethnographic account of 
these logics finds that they are at least partially constituted with sites of the so-
called system (i.e. modern interlocking institutions of media, markets, states, 
industries, universities—the worlds of elites, experts, and middle classes) 
(1995:97). 

 
Among the methodologies that Marcus outlines is the “strategically situated (single-site) 

ethnography,” a foreshortened version of multi-sited ethnography that  provides a sense 

of a wider system by calibrating it with the local. This approach is “only local 

circumstantially” (Marcus 1995:111). That is, in focusing on local subjects this type of 

ethnography nonetheless attempts to understand something of the global system by 

probing the “detectable system-awareness in the everyday consciousness and actions of 

subjects’ lives” (Marcus 1995:111).  

 It is this simultaneous perspective on the ways that locally situated actors, 

discourses, and practices refer to, draw on, and engage with globally circulating 

ideologies, forms, and contexts that is one of the characteristics of this study. I see my 

research addressing, taking place within, and keeping an toward multiple scales and 

spaces. On one level, my research takes place in Moscow and thus addresses processes 

and places that are particular to the Russian capital. As I discussed above, Moscow 

differs from the rest of Russia in ways that are related both to concrete infrastructural, 

economic, and political differences, as well as to more abstract cultural and social 
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differences. In terms of these differences, Moscow exhibits similarities that in certain 

ways bring it closer to other major metropolises in other countries. Moreover, many of 

the actors involved in Moscow’s restaurant industry and culinary culture are themselves 

cosmopolitan and mobile. Restaurateurs travel often and regularly, drawing on their 

experiences with and in other cultures and restaurant scenes in creating their local 

businesses. Some Moscow restaurants, particularly the higher-end eateries, employ 

foreign chefs hired by Russian owners. And many of the Russian chefs with whom I 

worked have traveled many times in order to expand their knowledge and expertise; their 

travels have directly influenced the kind cuisine they create. Yet, at the same time, 

Moscow is no less a part of Russia than, say, New York is not a part of the United States 

or Paris is not a part of France. Russian citizens living in Moscow shared certain 

historical circumstances and political and cultural contexts with citizens in other parts of 

the country. Thus, one of the aims of this dissertation is to examine the ways that cuisine, 

restaurants, and professional cooking are embedded in overlapping, shifting, and at times 

conflicting local, national, and global fields.  

This study is based primarily on 12 months of formal ethnographic research 

conducted in Moscow between 2006 and 2007, as well as an additional six months of 

informal observations gleaned from living as a “civilian” in Moscow in 2008. My 

fieldwork included a combination of formal and informal interviews, casual 

conversations, observation, participant-observation, and archival and background 

research in Moscow’s professional culinary community and restaurant industry, as well 

as with residents of Moscow.  
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Throughout my 12 months of fieldwork I conducted over 200 hours of in-depth 

and informal interviews and held countless casual conversations with a range of people 

involved either directly or indirectly in the capital’s restaurant and foodservice industry. 

My primary informants included restaurant owners and managers, Russian and foreign 

chefs, and members of the Moscow Culinary Association (MCA), a non-profit 

association of professional cooks, confectioners, educators, and retired members of the 

Soviet food industry. With some of these people my relationships remained more or less 

formal, limited to one or two interviews throughout the course of my fieldwork. With 

others I developed closer relationships, regularly conducting formal in-depth interviews 

every month or two while on occasion gathering for more casual conversations or simply 

to socialize over coffee, food, or drinks. In addition to my primary informants, I 

interviewed a small number of journalists, magazine editors, restaurant reviewers, food 

suppliers and importers, the owner of an Indian food grocery, and other people less 

directly related to the production of cuisine and restaurants. These more peripheral 

interviews broadened my perspective on and understanding of the social, cultural, and 

institutional contexts of my primary subjects. Finally, I also conducted formal, in-depth 

interviews and spent a considerable number of hours casually conversing, eating, 

drinking, and generally socializing with Russians and expatriates residing in Moscow.  

In addition to interviews, my fieldwork included participation in and observation 

of the lives and work of my informants. I spent time with chefs in their kitchens and 

restaurateurs in their offices. I attended board meetings, lunches, and special planning 

meetings of the MCA. I also attended, photographed, and in some cases assisted with 

several of the culinary competitions and shows organized by the MCA. 
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Another important source of data came from attending food industry expos, 

shows, and other professional events. Although these “spectacles of gastronomy,” as I 

call them, did not take place in restaurants, they were nonetheless highly significant 

sources of data. As special events that were specifically related to the food and restaurant 

industries, food shows, competitions, and expos provided a wealth of data into the social 

relations, values, and political and economic stakes in the more “everyday” world of 

restaurants and professional cooking. These were places of heightened meaning and 

performance where the world of restaurants and professional cooking was writ large. 

Moreover, these were also places where global, transnational companies sought to 

introduce their products and services to local consumers. As such, these were also places 

where local consumers engaged and became familiar with new foreign products and 

practices.  

My examination of the meanings, experiences, and practices of consumption 

draws on both the time I spent with Moscow residents eating and drinking in restaurants 

and cafes, as well as my own observations as a lone diner. My observations as a single 

diner allowed me to develop a sense of the rhythm and flows of restaurants, observe the 

kinds of interactions that took place between customers and servers, and examine my 

own personal experience of being part of Moscow’s restaurant scene. Here I used my 

own perception  of time, space, and belonging as sources of insight into differences, 

similarities, and assumptions of these social spaces. As I discuss in my conclusion, 

restaurants are spaces of both familiarity and cultural specificity that do not allow for 

privileged positions. One cannot “observe” a restaurant without also becoming a 

participant in the performances that it contains.  
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Envisioning Culinary Production 

 The idea for this research was sparked in 2004 in a seminar on media reception 

taught by professor Ruby. For my seminar term project I conducted a “mini-

ethnography” of consumption in the restaurant of a television celebrity chef. My research 

examined the intersection and consumption of mass media and food culture by looking at 

the ways that fans of this particular celebrity chef’s television show made “pilgrimages” 

(see Couldry 2000) to the chef’s restaurant. One of the central arguments of that research 

project was that one solution to ethnographically studying abstract processes of 

globalization and the reception of media and virtual worlds was to examine the ways that 

physical places and the performances that took place in them related to and where shaped 

by mass mediated representations. As discussed above, my interest was in the ways that 

virtual worlds interacted with and manifested in concrete physical places (Couldry 2000). 

This led me to see restaurants as ethnographically rich spaces where the virtual and 

physical intersected in multiple ways.  

 Early in my research during two pre-dissertation research trips to Moscow I began 

collecting newspaper and magazine articles and advertisements in order to get a sense for 

the ways that food, cuisine, and restaurants were being discussed and represented in 

public discourse. That is, my approach to developing insights into the visual dimensions 

of my subjects began by examining the narratives and categories through which they 

were being described. At the same time, I also began taking photographs and taking 
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detailed notes on the visual aspects of restaurants. One of the most important parts of this 

early approach was my focus on post-Soviet nostalgia. I visited a number of restaurants 

in Moscow and St. Petersburg that were designed with Soviet or pre-revolutionary 

themes. I also looked for parts of these cities where Soviet-era monuments, statues, and 

other symbols had been moved or re-placed. Thus, the early parts of my research focused 

on the re-placement of Soviet and pre-revolutionary culture in the contemporary urban 

landscape. This included, for example, a restaurant in St. Petersburg called Lenin’s 

Mating Call, which featured statues of Lenin, Stalin, and other Soviet leaders displayed in 

ironic and kitschy ways. It also included visits to the statue garden at the Central House 

of Artists in Moscow, where statues of Soviet leaders had been re-located after the fall of 

the Soviet Union. These landscapes helped me develop questions about the politics 

surrounding the uses and meanings of Soviet symbols in post-Soviet culture. Questions of 

what kinds of values were at stake in these new modes of remembering lead me to inquire 

into the socially-differentiated and class-based ways that certain groups accessed and 

drew on the past in engaging with the present.  

 One of the key methods through which I engaged with some of my informants 

and came to understand the meanings and practices of cooking, cuisine, and restaurants 

was the production of photographs and video. At times, the camera, whether still or 

video, served as an instrument of entry that gained me access to certain events and places. 

With the MCA, for example, I often served as a photographer and videographer at the 

culinary competitions they organized. Very little negotiation was required. My role at 

these events, as far as the MCA was concerned, was to record and document the 

participants’ work and entries for the MCA’s future promotional use. In fact, I was often 
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just one of many people with cameras, some shooting for print or broadcast media and 

others snapping photos for their own use and memories. As Barbara Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett notes, the “showpieces in culinary olympics and exhibitions of pastry and 

confectionary are exhibited, but they are not generally eaten . . . They are literally a feast 

for the eye and they are called showpieces” (1999:2). Because one of the main purposes 

of these competitions was to showcase culinary art, all the participants expected to have 

their work photographed and videotaped. Because I was a foreigner with a camera 

interested in “reporting” on the MCA’s work and Moscow’s culinary culture, my 

documentation was often seen as a sign of legitimacy. 

 Although my role as documentarian gained me entry and proximity in some cases, 

it also mediated my research and engagement in some important ways. That I was not 

only allowed, but encouraged to photograph and videotape many of these events reflected 

some of the ways that my informants viewed and valued the visual and performative 

dimensions of cuisine and cooking. At other times—mainly as a customer in 

restaurants—I was occasionally asked to refrain from taking photographs. Realizing that I 

was not the only person interested in capturing cooks, cooking, and cuisine made me 

more aware of the significance of these practices and forms for my informants, as well as 

the power that cuisine had as visual and material object. In this way, my informants’ 

reactions to my image-making provided important insights for my research. That they 

often sought out my photographs, or in those rare cases where, in restaurants, I was asked 

not to photograph, suggested the ways in which cooking and cuisine came to encode 

specific meanings for my informants and represent their positions in the culinary field. 

Whether open or closed to having their work captured in images, my informants 
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demonstrated the close connection between product, process, and the identity and 

subjectivity of the producer.  

 Through these methods I developed a sizeable corpus of photographs of food, 

restaurant interiors, expos, culinary salons, and chefs at work. At first I saw these as 

mnemonic devices to which I could return later in order to recall specific tastes, 

moments, and experiences. As my fieldwork progressed, however, I began using these 

images in order to elicit further insights from my informants. There were times when I 

showed photographs to chefs or restaurateurs and asked them to explain what they saw. 

Thus, photo elicitation became one of the methods through which I generated insights 

into the ways that individuals and groups used representations of cuisine to make claims 

about the world. Through these methods I also began to understand the ways that the 

visual and aesthetic dimensions of food and restaurants related to and reflected the 

personal and social experiences of my informants. Names of dishes and culinary 

aesthetics elicited stories about past travels and experiences.  

In the context of this dissertation, the photographs I use are both illustrative and 

argumentative. Although at times they illustrate certain themes, ideas, and events that I 

discuss in my ethnographic sections, at other times, such as in those images of food, they 

serve a deeper purpose. In being dissociated from eating, these images of food heighten 

the visual aspects of cuisine. Here, food bypasses the nose and the mouth, appealing 

instead to the eye (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1999:3). In doing so, however, they make the 

viewer aware of the other sensory experiences that are invisible, “visual cues that we 

associate with particular tastes and smells, even in the absence of gustatory and olfactory 

stimuli” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1999:3). In this way, the images of food included in this 
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dissertation are intended as a kind of mimetic device because of the absence of those 

other senses and perhaps in spite of its muted distance, draws the nose, mouth, and guts 

into the act of viewing and reading. 

 

 The Anthropologist As Insider and Expert 

The inextricable relationship between researcher and researched goes deeper than 

just my being a restaurant patron. Particular aspects of my own background and 

experience played important roles in shaping the conception and development of this 

study, as well as my relationship and interactions with its subject. Understanding the 

ways that these personal, social, and cultural elements influenced and informed this study 

is integral to understanding my research and its conclusions. 

 Vo vkus i tsvet, tovarischev net. “When it comes to taste and color, there are no 

comrades” — that is the Russian equivalent of “to each his own,” or “there’s no 

accounting for taste.” Yet, as scholars such as Elias (1969), Mennel (1985), and Mintz 

(1986) have shown, accounting for social trends and cultural transformations in taste is 

indeed possible. Moreover, in a social science that deals with human beings and in which 

a human being—the anthropologist—serves as the main instrument of research and data 

collection, accounting for the researcher’s own “tastes” becomes a crucial part of the 

research (see Myerhoff and Ruby 1982).  

 While the mini-ethnography of restaurant consumption I conducted in professor 

Ruby’s seminar sparked my interest in conducting a larger scale ethnographic study of 

food and restaurant culture, I already had a long-standing fascination with food and 

restaurants. Up until that project I had lead two disparate work lives—one as a graduate 
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student and the other as a bartender. I started bartending shortly after graduating from 

college. Although I knew I wanted to pursue a graduate degree in anthropology, I was not 

sure what particular direction in the discipline I wanted to take. The relative flexibility 

and good money flexibility that restaurant work offered were perfect for allowing me the 

space and freedom to explore my options. At the very least the latter provided financial 

support for the former; yet bartending was more than just a source of income for me. I 

was enthralled with the world of restaurants. For a young aspiring anthropologist the 

view from behind a bar opened onto an endlessly fascinating stage—both in the front and 

the back of the house—where all the theories, perspectives, and insights into society and 

culture that I had learned in college came to life. I often carried a small notebook with me 

while I worked; in it I would jot down stories, vignettes, and observations from behind 

the bar. I was becoming an unofficial anthropologist of restaurants and bars. But it was 

not until my seminar project on restaurants and the media did I realize I could combine 

my interest in restaurant culture and anthropology into a legitimate research project. 

 The second major influence on this project helped shape the geographical part of 

my research. When I was three years old my family and I immigrated to the United States 

from the Soviet Union. Although we were specifically from Ukraine, for most of my 

childhood I followed my parents’ lead (and indeed, the lead of Soviet national hegemony) 

and considered myself, above all else, Russian. Yet, as with many immigrant children 

transplanted to another culture at an early age, throughout most of my childhood I 

resisted and actively distanced myself from this part of my culture. I refused to speak our 

native language at home, responding instead to my parents’ Russian with English. Unlike 

my the children of my parents’ friends, who maintained their connections to the Russian 
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community, I had fewer and fewer Russian friends as I grew older, choosing instead to 

socialize with “Americans.” And eventually my parents’ cautionary injunction to “speak 

Russian, or you’ll forget” turned out to be right. Before I began taking Russian language 

courses as a graduate student in preparation for my fieldwork, I had an elementary grasp 

of the language, at best. My comprehension was better than my own ability to speak, and 

I was completely illiterate.  

 What endured, however, was an exposure to certain elements of the culture of the 

Russian immigrant community against which I had distanced myself and which, in the 

context of an interest in the anthropology of eating and restaurants, suddenly became rich 

and fascinating sources of potential studies. As a child I had often been made to 

accompany my parents to the weekly dinner parties hosted by their friends. Nearly once 

every weekend, if not both Friday and Saturday, my parents and their friends would 

gather at one of their houses for dinner. These were lively, festive gatherings around large 

tables heavily laden with food and drink where my parents and their friends celebrated 

both their new lives and their connections to their old culture. In the light of my 

developing interest in the anthropology of food, what had once seemed to me loud, 

drunken, and embarrassing rituals of otherness now shown bright with authenticity, 

novelty, and, ironically, an inspiring and fascinating otherness.  

 As I began mining the anthropological literature on food, restaurants, and Russian 

culture it became clear to me that the former Soviet Union was a relatively new, under-

explored, yet fast-growing geographical research are for anthropologists. With the fall of 

the Soviet Union just over a decade in the past, scholars now had unprecedented access to 

historical records, archives, countries, and communities. In both scholarly and popular 
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culture, the former Soviet Union held much cultural capital. I realized that a project 

combining my interest in the anthropology of food with the relatively little-researched 

fields of restaurants and post-Soviet Eastern Europe would not only be fascinating, but 

also good for my scholarly career.  

 As it turned out, some of the very factors that inspired and lead me to this project 

also played important roles in giving me access to informants, communities, and field 

sites, as well as in establishing rapport and framing my research questions. Of these, the 

most significant was my experience in the restaurant industry, which ultimately played a 

more powerful role in my research than my cultural heritage. While Moscow’s restaurant 

industry and culture has its own specific history and development, the basic structure and 

inner workings are analogous to restaurants in other big cities. The division between the 

front and back of the house remains, and the fourth wall separating diners from the noise, 

heat, and not infrequent chaos of the kitchen still structures the restaurant experience. 

Business concepts such as food and liquor costs translate across cultures. My experience 

in and knowledge of the backstage of restaurants thus gave me several important 

advantages in conducting my research. A familiarity with the ways that restaurants 

worked and the challenges faced by restaurateurs, chefs, cooks, and servers gave me a 

vocabulary and base of knowledge that allowed me at times to focus my inquiry and 

move conversations with informants into deeper territory. I knew that kitchens, for 

example, were often a far cry from the pristine, serene, and well-organized places 

pictured on television cooking shows. I knew that cooks often took short cuts with their 

work, that chefs faced long hours and pressure from both owners and customers, and that 

relations with suppliers and supply chains could be frustrating and erratic. Knowing and 



101 

understanding these “realities” of restaurants allowed me to develop rapport with chefs 

and restaurateurs by demonstrating not only insider knowledge, but also empathy and 

understanding of the actual constraints and challenges they faced in their work. 

Demonstrating that I was “one of them,” that I understood and accepted aspects of their 

work that they might otherwise strive to keep out of the public eye helped establish trust 

and in many cases encouraged informants to let me in on secrets they might not have 

otherwise been so open with so quickly. This was demonstrated many times at culinary 

competitions, where some of the chefs (particularly the foreign ones) who served as 

judges secretly shared with me their disappointment with and low evaluation of the 

quality of cooking by Russian contestants. At other times, foreign chefs were perhaps 

more willing to be critical of Russian restaurant culture, business, and work ethics 

because they presumed we shared certain aesthetic and professional standards. Moreover, 

in snowballing and expanding my network of informants, chefs and restaurateurs whom I 

interviewed often connected me with their friends and colleagues, introducing me as a 

restaurant “expert” from America. Although I always explained that I was not an expert 

but rather an anthropologist, I was never able to completely shed the aura of specialized 

and insider knowledge. 

This played a particularly important role in gaining access to the Moscow 

Culinary Association (MCA). For them, my interest in their work represented exposure 

for a broader audience and the possibility of expanding their networks and relationships 

with chefs, restaurateurs, and chefs’ organizations abroad. Although they were aware of 

my research aims, my position as a graduate student, and the limitations involved in 

those, many times over the course of my fieldwork the MCA’s president introduced me 
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to affiliates as an American graduate student and ekspert in the restaurant industry who 

was interested in writing about the MCA’s work and Russian culinary heritage. My 

position as a graduate student and, perhaps more importantly, as someone with 

knowledge of the American restaurant industry allowed them to bolster their significance 

and relevance in the eyes of other organizations. They could translate my position into 

social and, potentially, economic capital. Indeed, it was in part because of my ability to 

immediately demonstrate an insider’s knowledge of the restaurant business that Tatiana 

Alekseevna, the MCA’s president, granted me initial access to her organization. 

 My experience and knowledge not only assisted with rapport and cross-cultural 

comparison, but ultimately turned out to be important sources of data and insight. As I 

discuss in my conclusion, I was quite often addressed by restaurateurs, chefs, and 

journalists as somewhat of a restaurant “expert.” I was asked to comment on how well a 

restaurant was run or designed, on how well a menu was put together or executed, and on 

how well a particular concept “worked.” As an anthropologist interested in understanding 

how Moscow’s restaurateurs, chefs, and other industry professionals understood and 

made sense of their work, I was conscious of making aesthetic or practical judgments 

based on the assumptions of another, albeit analogous, context and set of practices. It was 

not until toward the end of my year in the field that I saw the attempt of my informants to 

position me as an expert and to draw insight and advice from me as a significant part of 

the issues I was studying. Although I had already seen numerous examples of the ways 

that these cultural producers drew on models, aesthetics, and practices from restaurant 

scenes and industries in other cities such as New York, Paris, and London, it was by 

reflecting on the way that my informants positioned and related to me that I began to see 
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the ways that my research echoed Richard Wilk’s (1995) notion of “structures of 

common difference.” In this case, understanding my relationship to and interactions with 

my informants was not merely an exercise in reflexivity aimed at providing a kind of 

transparency of my methods for readers. It became a key tool for generating insights and 

analysis into the very processes of globalization and social and cultural transformation 

that I was exploring. 

 Because many, if not all, of my informants had traveled abroad and had regular 

contact with other cultures and foreigners, my professional background and experience 

seemed to intrigue them and play a more salient role in shaping my relationships with 

them than my cultural background. Nonetheless, it would be incorrect to say that being 

raised around and familiar with certain elements of Russian culture had no bearing on my 

research. Much as my knowledge of the backstage world of restaurants provided me with 

a certain common “language” and experience shared with my informants, so too did my 

(relatively limited) familiarity with the culture of Russian hospitality and eating. I 

understood, for instance, that the culture of the Russian table differed from the three 

course appetizer-entrée-dessert structure of American meals. I was familiar with some of 

the cultural referents and traditions involved in the culture of toasting and the cultural 

meanings of some aspects of Russian culinary tradition, such as the role of zakuski (hors 

d’oeuvres) in drinking culture and the festive associations between New Year’s 

celebrations and foods such as mandarin oranges and salat Olivier and beverages such as 

shampanskoe (champagne, but also the brand name of a famous Soviet brand of sparkling 

wine). Moreover, I had the gustatory advantage of having been raised around and familiar 

with the tastes and dishes of Russian cuisine. This “advantage” was not merely my 
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familiarity with specific Russian and Soviet dishes, such as seliodka (pickled herring) and 

borsch. A familiarity with the tastes of these dishes allowed me in some small but 

meaningful ways to recognize specific interpretations and iterations of these dishes and 

thus to gain knowledge at a “gut” level.  

My familiarity with these traditions and meanings, too, smoothed my entry and 

rapport with particular informants, both in the context of restaurants and within the MCA. 

At times this meant that chefs and restaurateurs were perhaps less guarded about their 

insights into the less favorable aspects of Russian culture. This included commentary on 

the prevalence of alcoholism and poor work ethic of many Russians, which was often 

explained to me as a typical Russkii mentalitet (Russian mentality). It also helped 

establish rapport in those instances where I shared food and drink with informants, such 

as at the conclusion of MCA board meetings, when the members reaffirmed their 

community and friendship with vodka toasts and a table set with traditional Russian 

appetizers. In such instances, there was little concern or pause on the part of the MCA as 

to whether I understood how to participate in toasting and eating. That is, there was no 

need to “translate” these post-meeting suppers for a foreigner. In sharing these insights 

and observations, many of my Russian informants assumed that I would be able to 

commiserate with them, that I had the cultural background and knowledge to understand 

aspects of Russian culture that would not be readily apparent or easily explained to 

complete outsiders. 

 My position as a foreign “restaurant expert” and a “Russian,” partial and 

fragmented as they may have been, was thus not simply an aid to access and rapport. At 

another level they made me a potential ally, advocate, and instrument for the groups and 
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actors with whom I worked. For the MCA and other organizations, I represented a source 

of potential connections and networks that could bring them broader recognition and 

access to new relationships and perhaps funding. I experienced a very similar dynamic 

with some of the educators whom I interviewed, particularly those at the Russian 

Cooperative University’s (RUCC) School of Trade and Restaurant Business, who invited 

me not only to lecture to their students, but asked about establishing ties with institutions 

in the U.S. With restaurateurs and chefs, too, I was often seen as, at least to some small 

extent, a potential source of public relations. Although I often declined, hardly an 

interview went by without a chef or restaurateur offering to allow me to taste some of the 

menu items. These attempts to feed me were, to some extent, small examples of one of 

the larger arguments of my dissertation—namely that food and cooking can be seen as 

vehicles of agency and attempts at shaping culture, values, and social reality. 
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CHAPTER 3 

FROM PUBLIC CATERING TO CULINARY ART 

 

 
FIGURE 5: A diorama depicting a nineteenth-century Russian kitchen in 
the Museum of Culinary Art (previously called the Museum of Public 
Catering). 

 
 
 Exhibition Hall No. 3 in Musei Kulinarnogo Izkustvo (The Museum of Culinary 

Art) in Moscow was dominated by a diorama of a nineteenth-century kitchen. In the 

center of the diorama was the wax figure of a chef in cook’s whites standing in front of a 

table where a massive sturgeon lay ready to be processed. Surrounding him were shelves 
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and walls displaying pots, pans, and utensils of various kinds. To one side was a placard 

that explained the diorama: 

This hall presents the “svyataya svyatykh” [holiest of holies]of a 
restaurant—the kitchen, where cooks work. It is them who, using all their 
rich experience, masterstvo [skill], various instruments and dishes, 
products and ingredients, create the culinary product known as a “dish.” 
Before you is a kitchen from an old food establishment, set with its main 
piece of equipment—the birch-wood burning stove. It bakes and fries, 
boils and smokes, and often snaps and sparks with bright tongues of flame. 
 Hard is the work of the cook: constantly on his feet, constantly in 
the thick of scents and steam, along with the stress of working with his 
hands, which back then took the place of all of today’s contemporary 
mixers and appliances. Not to mention the pressing factor of time: “don’t 
be late, don’t hold up.”  
 The cook’s various instruments and kitchen ware are presented 
across the stand. Many of these objects are no longer used today and have 
been transformed by contemporary technologies for cooking food. 

 
On the wall opposite the diorama hung black-and-white portraits of the museum’s 

founders, “honored cooks who worked in famous restaurants . . . whose names are 

forever written into the history of the development of otechestvennoi kulinarii [domestic 

cuisine]. It was they who raised the continuing generation of student-successors of the 

traditions of Moscow gostepriimstvo [hospitality].” 

 The diorama was one of several new exhibits in the museum, which reopened in 

2006 after being remodeled. Prior to closing for renovations in 2005, the museum was 

known by its former Soviet name—Musei Obshchestvennoi Pitanii (The Museum of 

Public Catering). Originally founded in 1977 by the initiative of a some of Moscow’s 

most respected chefs (their portraits were the ones hanging on the wall across from the 

kitchen diorama), the Museum of Public Catering was dedicated to preserving Russia’s 

culinary heritage, honoring the men and women who worked in the Soviet public catering 

industry, and presenting the importance of the industry and its workers in building the 
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socialist state and society. Nearly three decades later, the museum was taken over by the 

Moscow City Department of Retail Trade and Service and given a major makeover. 

 
FIGURE 6: An updated exhibit in the new Museum of Culinary Art 
tracing the history of Russian food service culture. 

 
 
 Elements of the old museum remained. Photographs, portraits, and plaques 

honoring the “Hero Chefs” and veterans of the public catering industry for their roles in 

the construction of the socialist state and the safeguarding of Russian culinary heritage 

still were still prominently displayed. An exhibit devoted to the development of the 

Soviet public catering industry was still there, too, testifying to the inestimable “role of 

public catering during the years of the Great Patriotic War [World War II].” 

Reproductions of menus from significant historic events such as the All Soviet Congress 

of 1966 and the 1980 Olympics suggested the importance of cooks in making them 

possible. A multi-national spread of plates, utensils, and wax replicas of foods still 

represented the diversity of kukhni narodov Rossii (the cuisines of the peoples of Russia). 
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Other exhibits maintained their previous themes but had been reimagined with updated 

displays. The first exhibit that greeted visitors was a modernized history of Russian 

trapezy (feasts), told through wax figures dressed in the uniforms of servers from 

imperial banquets, pre-revolutionary traktirs (taverns), and restaurants of the 19th and 20th 

centuries.   

 Joining these were several completely new exhibits. One was a sparkling new 

show-kitchen that boasted state-of-the-art industrial cooking equipment that would be the 

envy of many a professional chef. The show-kitchen was both diorama and stage, an 

exhibit of the technological advancements of the restaurant industry and a place where 

the museum’s directors planned to hold master classes and cooking demonstrations for 

students, professionals, and the general public. On the mezzanine above the kitchen was 

an exhibit about restaurants in contemporary Moscow. One wall was covered with 

posters about the capital’s most prominent fast-food and family-style restaurants and 

cafes—Mu-Mu and Yolki-Palki, family-style restaurants designed with bucolic village 

themes and serving “home cooked” Russian food; Il Patio, a popular chain of mid-range 

Italian pizzerias; Shokoladnitsa, a chain of coffeehouses based on the well-known Soviet 

cafés of the same name; and, surprisingly, McDonald’s and Rostic’s KFC, a joint venture 

between the famous American and a new Russian fried chicken franchise. Across from 

this wall of infomercials—for these posters, with their photographs of restaurant interiors 

and close-ups of the foods they served, differed little from billboards—stood a row of 

miniature dioramas depicting the interiors of some of Moscow’s better known full-

service restaurants that specialized in cuisines of the Russian Federation—Russian, 

Georgian, and Uzbek. 
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FIGURE 7: Two dioramas of contemporary restaurants in Moscow 
serving “traditional” Russian cuisine. 

 
 
  The renaming of the Museum of Public Catering as the Museum of Culinary Art, 

and the new exhibits that came with it, are suggestive of a broader shift in the values and 

logic of culinary production in post-Soviet Russia. The museum’s transformation from 

“public catering” to “culinary art” echoed an emphasis on “creativity,” “art,” “craft,” and 

“innovation” that characterized much of the discourse surrounding cuisine and restaurants 

in contemporary Moscow. Although these were not completely foreign values, they 

represented a radical departure from the logic of socialist production. The emergence and 

development of Moscow’s postsocialist restaurant industry and culinary culture was both 

part of the emergence and development of a market economy and consumer culture in 

Russia and one of the engines of that development. The particular emphasis that 

Moscow’s restaurateurs and culinarians placed on their work, the values it was given, and 
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the practices through which these values were materialized reflected broader shifts in 

postsocialist relations of power and political-economic structures.  

Understanding these processes involves exploring how these restaurateurs saw 

themselves in the context of postsocialist Russia, how they understood and talked about 

restaurants and food, and how they were understood by various groups among the more 

general public. The main focus of this chapter is on the meanings surrounding 

restaurants, professional cooking, and cuisine in Moscow and on how these mediate and 

(re)produce representations of national identity, culture, place, and the relationships 

between Moscow, Russia, and the world. In her exploration of art-making in postsocialist 

Egypt, Jessica Winegar insists that “discourses themselves were just as important to the 

‘work’ of making art as putting a brush to canvas, for instance, if not more important” 

(2006:11). Discussion and debate, often made as truth claims, were among the signifying 

practices that produced and gave meaning and value to art-objects and the contexts 

through which they circulated. As Verdery explains in her analysis of the cultural politics 

of Romanian intellectuals, these categories are “among the ultimate means” of producing 

the social world (1991:91). Nancy Ries (1997) makes this argument regarding genres of 

talk in the later years of perestroika in Russia. These forms of everyday conversation 

were key ingredients “in the production of social paradigms and practices, and in the 

reproduction of what has often been called ‘Russianness’” (Ries 1997:4).   

Yet, arbitrarily and artificially divorcing discourse from practice is a problematic 

endeavor. Although paying attention to the narratives, tropes, and categories through 

which restaurateurs and chefs made sense of their work, sheds light on some of the 

organizing principles, values, and stakes of this work, these discursive aspects of culinary 
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production themselves comprise the places and events where these narratives were 

elaborated and debated. It was within various contexts—professional meetings and 

associations; presentations and conversation at restaurant industry events, conferences, 

and exhibitions; articles and reviews in industry literature and mainstream newspapers 

and magazines; on-line discussion forums; and informal talk and debate—that the 

meanings, politics, and values that informed and framed Moscow’s and Russia’s food and 

restaurant industry were often formed. Similarly, underlying the ways that members of 

the professional culinary community talked about the meanings and purposes of 

restaurants, evaluated the quality of ingredients and food, expressed their concerns about 

the work ethic and qualifications of their employees, and reflected on the relationship 

between cuisine and national identity was a sense that the work of producing restaurants 

and cuisine played a subtle yet powerful role in creating a new culture of consumption in 

Russia. 

 

How to Become a Successful Restaurateur 

 In April 2008, while I was working as a staff writer and restaurant reviewer for 

The Moscow Times, I was invited to a special dinner to mark the publication of a new 

book titled Kak stat uspeshnim restoratrom: otkrovenia 15 liderov rynka (How to Become 

a Successful Restaurateur: Confessions of 15 Market Leaders). The book was part of 

Eksmo publishing’s Master-klass liderov rossiskogo biznesa (Russian Business Leaders’ 

Master Class) series. The book release party was held in one of the banquet rooms of 

Turandot, a 65,000-square foot, $50 million recreation of a Baroque palace and one of 

Moscow's most expensive and ostentatious restaurants. The event began with an 
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introduction by the author, followed by remarks and discussions with the 15 “heroes,” as 

they were referred to in the book. The evening’s talks revealed some of what was at stake 

for those in positions of power in Moscow’s burgeoning restaurant industry. Much of the 

discussion focused on how far the capital’s and the country’s foodservice industry had 

come in the post-Soviet years and how far they still had to go. In her introductory 

remarks, the book’s author told the audience: 

Right now nash restorany rynok [our restaurant market] is going through a 
period of tremendous growth and development. It truly is an amazing 
moment for us. We have, the Café Pushkin and Turandot projects are 
considered some of the best restaurants in Europe. The Grabli project is 
considered a leading concept. Our Coffee House [a popular café chain that 
started in Moscow] is one of the biggest coffee house chains in Europe. 
We have Kroshka Kartoshka [Little Spud—a chain of baked-potato street-
food stands], our successful national, Russian concept. Our market is 
growing, developing. In Moscow we have a lot of trends that are very 
similar to what is going on in other countries, for example, what is going 
on in New York. I’ve been to New York, I’ve walked around, and I 
noticed that u nas ne khuzhe [it’s not any worse here]. So we’re listening. 
We’re studying the market, and we’re striving to be the best, to change, to 
innovate. We have still have a way to go, but I think we’re on the right 
track. 
 

 Referring to the postsocialist restaurant industry as nash (ours) was a major theme 

in the discourse surrounding Moscow’s and Russia’s foodservice industry and culinary 

culture. In industry magazines and books, in mainstream newspapers and magazines, and 

in conversations and interviews I conducted with members of the professional culinary 

community, the category of “nash” framed much of the ways that the restaurant business 

was perceived. Depending on the speaker and the context, “nash” referred either to 

Moscow’s or Russia’s restaurant industry, or both. At times it was used to distinguish 

Moscow’s restaurants from the rest of the country, to explain that the capital was at the 

vanguard of Russia’s restaurant and culinary culture—a distinction that was frequently 
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encapsulated in the phrase, “Moscow is not Russia.” At other times, “nash” referred to 

the entire country’s restaurant industry, as in the Museum of Culinary Art, where it was 

seen as part of the domestic economy and imbued with particular cultural and national 

significance that ranged beyond the economic. 

As a category, “nash” was often linked with the idea of otechestvenni, which 

literally means “fatherland” and regularly refers to “domestic industry.” Anthropologists 

have examined a number of areas where this category emerged in the post-Soviet context 

to “invoke claims of intimacy and familiarity” and incorporate “the imagined space of the 

nation” (Caldwell 2004:7). In these analyses it is often connected to the Soviet past, 

where, “although the vast majority of products and images were consumed by people 

who had not created them, it was ideologically enjoined that people feel them 

nevertheless to be ‘ours’ (nashi)” (Humphrey 1995:44). This, as anthropologists have 

noted, was a particularly salient category for state-produced foodstuffs (Patico 2008: 

108). In the post-Soviet context, “nash” has been understood as a “flexible discourse,” 

less a fixed or absolute distinction between local and foreign than a fluid and abstract 

category through which people made and contested claims about belonging, values, and 

identity. 

Yet at the same time discourses about the restaurant business and culture often 

situated them in a global context. As with the author’s remarks, which were echoed and 

expanded upon by the panel of restaurateurs who told stories about their own travels to 

“world-class” restaurant cities such as New York, London, and Paris, domestic 

restaurants were seen as being part of a global culinary culture and restaurant industry. In 

this global frame of reference, Europe’s and the United States’ restaurant industry’s were 
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the benchmarks and standards by which Russia’s restaurateurs, chefs, and critics 

measured their work. Nash rynok (our market) was often explicitly understood in terms of 

a global restaurant industry that was comprised of individual markets. Here, too, scale 

was fluid. At times restaurateurs spoke of national markets, such as the United States, 

England, France, and Spain. At times they spoke of regional markets in which there was 

Russia and “the West.” Yet at other times these markets were centered in particular 

cities—New York, London, Paris, Madrid. Thus, depending on the frame of reference, it 

was either Russia’s or Moscow’s restaurant industry that was compared with and 

evaluated in terms of either other national and regional industries or other “world-class” 

restaurant cities.  

Of course, in many structural and material ways, the domestic restaurant industry 

was part of the global economy. Obviously foreign franchises and chains such as 

McDonald’s and Pizza Huts and highly popular foreign cuisines such as sushi, Italian, 

American, and French were unmistakable signs of these connections (although, as 

Melissa Caldwell [2004] points out, the foreign origins of these places and cuisines did 

not preclude local consumers from incorporating and “domesticating” them into their 

daily lives). Moreover, restaurants were thoroughly penetrated by foreign products, 

without which the industry’s growth would not even have been possible. Foreign 

companies manufactured and supplied restaurant and kitchen equipment, furniture and 

décor, cash registers, and accounting and inventory software. Most restaurants relied to 

varying degrees on foods and ingredients from foreign companies. At the very least this 

included ready-made condiments and sauces, such as Kraft salad dressings, Heinz 

ketchup, barbecue sauces from the United States, soy sauces from Japan, and many more. 
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In other cases, particularly in higher-end restaurants, most of the foods and ingredients 

offered on the menu were imported. Meat, seafood, truffles, vegetables, and fruit were 

not only sourced from foreign suppliers, but were sometimes deliberately marketed as 

and distinguished by being imported. Not just food, but people, too, marked the global 

nature of the restaurant industry. Russia’s restaurateurs regularly searched for, recruited, 

and hired foreign chefs to head their kitchens, particularly in more expensive restaurants. 

(In chapter 4 I deal in more detail with the incorporation of foreign foods and ingredients 

into local cuisine, while I take up the place of foreign chefs in Moscow’s culinary culture 

in the next section.) Further, local connections to international associations and 

organizations encouraged and cemented such comparisons. In 2006, for example, Russia 

was admitted to Leaders Club International, an association of entrepreneurs and managers 

in the restaurant, hotel, and international supply businesses. The association’s members 

included France, Germany, Switzerland, and Belgium. That year, with much buzz and 

excitement within the industry, Russia was included for the first time in the Leaders Club 

International’s annual Foodservice Awards. These specific foodstuffs, people, and 

institutional relationships represent concrete examples of the kinds of flows generally 

referred to in globalization literature on global circulations. 

Such comparisons were also encouraged and made more concrete through 

cosmopolitan social networks established and extended by these professionals. 

Restaurateurs, company directors, and, thanks to differences in income and profession, to 

somewhat lesser extents managers and journalists were a cosmopolitan class. Many of 

them emerged from Soviet professions of very different natures than the ones in which 

they ended up. Although some got their starts in the Soviet public catering industry, 
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others were trained as engineers, for example.  If overall Russians were traveling abroad 

more and more, among this class of entrepreneurs and executives business and tourist 

travel had become almost taken-for-granted parts of their profession. Every year many of 

them attended international food shows, expos, and competitions, such as the annual 

Worldwide Food Expo in Chicago and the Bocuse d’Or culinary competition in France. 

Attending these events, establishing connections with other professionals, restaurateurs, 

and members of the food and restaurant industries was part of the ways that these social 

actors negotiated, performed, and established their legitimacy and positions in social, 

cultural, and economic spheres of Moscow’s new economic landscape. Throughout the 

discussion at the book release party restaurateurs and directors casually dropped names of 

renowned New York, London, and Parisian restaurants and recounted anecdotes about 

their dining experiences in those cities. The talk was much the same in interviews and 

conversations I had with them throughout my fieldwork. Many of them were familiar 

with the both the newest, trendiest restaurants in these cities and the most established, 

well-respected ones. They could freely speak about the owners and chefs of these 

restaurants. The owners of a new chain of steakhouses in Moscow spoke of the influences 

of American steakhouses such as Smith & Wollensky and Blue Smoke on their own 

work. The owner of a small café and wine bar explained the inspiration he found in “the 

European model” of “family restaurants . . . like in an Italian restaurant, and in any 

country, Australia, America, I walk into an Italian restaurant, and out comes the maitre’d 

as if he’s known me a hundred years. He says ‘bonjourno, I haven’t seen you in a long 

time, come in!’” Thus, in addition to, or perhaps because of, the myriad material and 

institutional links between the domestic and international foodservice industries, what 
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allowed members of Moscow’s, and indeed Russia’s, restaurant business to move so 

fluidly across local, national, regional, and global scales when discussing their work and 

the market was that these actors were themselves part of a cosmopolitan class of cultural 

experts and economic producers who shared similar access to resources, knowledge, and 

networks. 

For many of these restaurateurs, directors, and journalists, then, restaurants 

represented more than just small or medium sized business ventures. Restaurants were 

seen as litmus tests of the country’s general political-economic progress and 

development. As Alexander Orlov, owner of Kashtanovoe Derevo and one of the 

founders of the Federation of Restaurateurs and Hoteliers of Russia, explained to me,  

Before everything else, the marker of the stability of government has 
always been restaurants. I remember in the times of Brezhnev, in the times 
of Gorbachev, the times of Chernenko, that is, as soon as people start to 
have some money and times become stable, all the restaurants start to fill 
up. As soon as there’s uncertainty in a country, as soon as there’s 
instability, as soon as things get expensive, people are no longer in 
restaurants.  
 

As owners of small and medium businesses, restaurateurs regularly ran up against the 

problems of working in Moscow’s contemporary business climate. Securing retail space 

and dealing with outdated infrastructure, struggling with suppliers who were at times 

unable or unwilling to deliver consistent and quality goods and services in a timely 

manner, bribery and corruption, and a shortage of skilled and reliable workers were only 

some of the difficulties they faced on a regular basis. These difficulties were often seen as 

representing deeper differences between Russia and the Western world. “Why is Russia 

‘the East’?,” asked Orlov, rhetorically. “My friends, they say the same thing. A restaurant 

opens, a government official comes in and says, ‘give me some money.’ ‘For what? I just 
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opened!’ ‘Because you opened it. Give me money’. . . . The laws here don’t work, 

unfortunately.” I heard similar complaints from Sergei Korolevsky, who had stirred 

controversy when he opened a restaurant in the Moscow State Historical Museum on Red 

Square. 

This one time these two really young lieutenants came here, really young. And I 
wasn’t proposing them any money, so they were really surprised. ‘You’re too 
calm, something is wrong, they’re telling me.’ And they said well, ‘we can’t leave 
without fining you for something.’ Because we all understand that it’s impossible 
to do everything right, because the rules are so messed up. If you do one thing 
right, you are breaking some other rules, and it’s impossible to do that. And they 
say that it’s not allowed that when they go out somewhere, when they get a letter 
to go and check something, they cannot come back without writing out any fines. 
So they go, ‘well, can you show us something wrong?’ I say, ‘well, I do have a 
problem with taking out the garbage. . . . We have an agreement for disposing of 
luminescent lamps, but we don’t have a container for them because there is no 
place to put the container, and I only have to lamps in the whole restaurant. And 
they say, ‘oh, ok, so we’ll fine you for that.’ And they write me a fine for not 
properly taking out the garbage and I got to the bank and write out 8000 rubles for 
them and everyone is happy. They’re fine, I’m fine. 
 

While restaurateurs complained about vziatki (bribes), they also understood that it was 

endemic, a historical hangover from the Soviet era that the country would not soon shake. 

Although they resented it, they understood it almost as a quirk of national character.2  

                                                 
2 Ironically, for all their emphasis on transparency and criticism of Russia’s 

business and political climates, chefs and restaurateurs were often hesitant to discuss and 
name the owners and investors of their establishments. My inquiries were often met with 
evasiveness or rejection. Indeed, even after the open place of the Russian mob in nineties 
Moscow subsided, restaurants never quite shook their connections to shady dealings and 
groups. One of the restaurateurs with whom I spoke noted that he had been accused of 
working with the mob upon opening his restaurant. These grey areas raise questions that 
point to important future research directions. On one hand, exploring and exposing the 
underground dimensions of the restaurant industry may be difficult tasks for ethnographic 
examination. On the other hand, it  may be possible to inquire into the meanings and 
implications of these rumors. Rather than working to prove or falsify them, it may be 
possible to ask how these persistent rumors and occasional accusations reflect broader 
concerns and uncertainties about the development of capitalism in Russia.  
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Restaurants represented not only the structural and ethical shortcomings or 

achievements of Russia’s economy but also the general state of the country’s taste and 

sophistication. In an interview in Bourgeoisie magazine, Arkady Novikov, one of the 

most successful restaurateurs in Russia and man whose name was practically 

synonymous with Moscow’s restaurant industry, was asked whether he agreed with Alain 

Ducass, a world-famous, three-Michelin star chef, when he said that “for right now 

Moscow doesn’t need haute cuisine” (2005). Novikov agreed.  

For now, there isn’t a single gastronomic restaurant in Moscow. And they’re not 
needed. Our public would rather party than have good, tasty food. If in Europe 
people come to restaurants only for the food and the conversation, for us this is a 
show, an unusual and expensive celebration. I myself often have similar thoughts. 
I have one restaurant with very good food, but it is far from the most popular. And 
every time I plan to go there with my friends, I find myself thinking: what is there 
to do there, there are so few people there. This kind of thinking—it’s a disaster for 
our city. It’s possible that someday we’ll start going to restaurants solely for the 
chef and nothing will distract us from the food, like they do in France. But for 
now instead of looking at the plate, we look around the room. 

 
The “disaster” of which Novikov spoke became clearer to me after numerous 

conversations with restaurateurs, chefs, and journalists. The implicit standard guiding his 

assessment was a perception of Western restaurant culture as being focused more on the 

appreciation of food and cuisine rather than display of status and prestige. Russians, I was 

told on many occasions, were more interested in being seen at expensive and trendy 

restaurants. For them restaurants were more about tusovka (scene) than kukhnia (cuisine). 

I heard much the same assessment from other restaurateurs and chefs, sometimes in 

almost the exact same words. “We haven’t matured to normal,” lamented Orlov. 

Why do small, family restaurants in Europe flourish? Because you have 
one family, a small one, and they make masterpieces in a small restaurant. 
And people value that. Here in Russia we don’t care whether it’s a 
masterpiece or not. There are those hit restaurants where you ‘have to be’, 
where Oleg Perov is with, I don’t know, Derepaska, and you just have to 
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be there too. No matter what it costs, you have to be there. You, you’re an 
elite, you’re at the top of society. A cup of coffee there costs, I don’t 
know, 20, 30, 50 dollars, and no one looks at whether the food is good or 
not, that’s just secondary. . . . And to my dismay, I see people driving 
around in good cars, BMWs, Mercedes, right, but they eat lunch for 120 
rubles. And I ask, 120 rubles, that’s four dollars and change. What can you 
cook for four dollars? . . . When a person calls this lunch, I say wait a 
minute. You care about the amount of natural versus synthetic fibers in 
your clothing, right? Whether the cotton is natural or not. And I say none 
of that affects your health. Sure, you might get a pimple. A person consists 
of what he eats and drinks. I mean, you can walk around in rags, but eat 
good food. Then you’ll live a long time. You’ll have good hair and skin. 
But no one ever talks about that. 

 
These kinds of assessments revealed a belief that an appreciation for the pleasures 

of the table was more tsivilizovonna (civilized) than the contemporary obsession with 

status. Some saw the glass as half full, as representing how far Russian culture and 

society had progressed in the postsocialist years. Others saw it as half empty, a sign of 

how far the country still had to go. In either case, however, European and American 

dining habits were presumed to be more civilized and sophisticated. Orlov continued. 

It’s just that the Russian person has been told that, here, this is vodka, this 
is nasha [ours]. Come, drink. And the money from it is huge. It’s like oil. 
You don’t have to think about it, you just have to pump it. That’s all. And 
you understand, that these stereotypes, they work very powerfully, they 
work in the restaurant industry to this day. A person can’t seem to 
understand that he comes, he is served, right, he’s fed, he’ll calmly have a 
conversation and then leave. . . . Right now there are a lot of offers 
everywhere. You like this, go there. You like that, go there. You want to 
serve yourself, go there. You want girls to serve you, go there. Whatever 
you want. But, there is not culture. A person doesn’t know how to eat 
properly. . . . No one knows, correctly, that wine, here, take, you go to the 
south of France, and all they have is wine paired with the cuisine, or you 
go to Sardinia and it’s completely different cuisine and different wine. . . . 
But our people, in America you can calmly drink two glasses of wine and 
then go home. U nas net tokogo [we don’t have this]. . . . Unfortunately, 
Russia doesn’t have that. Unfortunately. Because only when there is 
demand, then supply works to meet demand. But there’s demand. 
Unfortunately, the only demand is for fast food. 
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Such discourses drew on heavily on the notion of kul'turnost' (culturedness), 

which I discussed in Chapter 2. In this case, consumer practices also come to signify 

discernment and taste. However, these practices were used by cultural producers to 

evaluate the general culturedness of their guests. By drawing on this notion in the post-

Soviet context, restaurateurs were making claims about the kind of people their guests 

were, using these interpretations to make broader statements about Russia’s progress 

toward becoming a “civilized” country. Underlying these commentaries on contemporary 

culture was a critique of the legacies of the Soviet Union. One of the main reasons for 

these problems, it was said, was that there was no culture of restaurants in the Soviet 

Union. People did not go out to eat, nor was there a culture of “proper eating.” The 

emergence and development of the postsocialist restaurant industry and the culture of 

consumption it represented was seen as a move toward more “normal” ways of being, an 

extension of Fehervary’s notion of the “discourse of normal” (2002). The explicit 

comparison between Russian and Europe or America linked the preferred or “proper” 

ways of being with those of the West. In claiming that Russian dining culture has not yet 

“matured to normal,” these restaurateurs were mobilizing a standard increasingly 

grounded in a perceived “global culture” and an imagined global community of 

consumers lead by European countries and the United States. That such comparisons 

were relatively taken for granted suggests that they had to a large extent been 

internalized.  

In this way Moscow’s restaurant industry became a show-piece, a symbol of how 

far Russia’s consumer culture and market economy had come and had yet to go. As the 

vanguard of nash rynok, the city was transformed into a contestable, and contested, 
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symbol of broader national transformations. What in particular Moscow’s restaurant 

industry symbolized depended on who was deploying the symbol. For example, many 

accounts in the foreign press characterized Russia’s so-called “transition” to capitalism as 

a shift from “a totalitarian culture in ruins to a consumer culture in disarray” (Condee and 

Padunov 1995:131). In these overwrought dramas of extreme capitalism, Moscow took 

center stage. As the seat of government, the center of the economy, and the country’s 

most globally connected city, Moscow provided plenty of fodder for narratives of 

extreme power, wealth, and excess.  The capital came to exemplify a “wild and wooly 

brand of capitalism,” (Holden 2003) and was described as a city of “brazen discordance, 

the hiking-boots-meets-taffeta effect . . . cobbled together from imported parts” (Hulbert 

1995). Restaurants, nightclubs, and other sites of delectation and “decadence” figured 

prominently in these descriptions. In an article that began by comparing an “unruly and 

almost lawless” Russia to 1920s Chicago, restaurants and restaurateurs were made to 

resemble 1930s Los Angeles, where “lavish gastronomic theme parks for rich adults” 

reflected “delusions of grandeur . . . uninhibited by tradition or conventional notions of 

good taste” (Stanley 1998). Almost a decade later such narratives had still not lost their 

entertainment appeal. In 2006, Vanity Fair published journalist Brett Forrest’s vivid 

account of the excess and debauchery of Moscow’s nightlife.  “You could talk about it 

like it was a movie,” wrote Forrest, “and you still wouldn’t make it halfway to the truth” 

(2006:125). 

For their part, Moscow’s restaurateurs, chefs, journalists, and other members of 

the professional culinary community sought in various ways to negotiate and contest such 

representations. In her sociological study of The Cultures of Cities, Zukin notes that 
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“restaurateurs often appear as a cultural synthesis of the artist, the entrepreneur, and the 

social organizer” (1995:156). They are what Hannerz calls “expressive specialists” 

(1996:130) and what Zukin calls “entrepreneurs of place,” social actors involved in the 

production of space “with its synergy of capital investment and cultural meanings” 

(1995:24). In their roles as specialists in the construction of the symbolic (and material) 

economy of the city, then, restaurateurs sought to negotiate, contest, and influence 

Russia’s position on the world stage. Through their talk, restaurateurs made claims about 

Russian national identity, class, and the differences between Russia and “the West.” 

Ultimately, then, they saw their work as contributing to the development and progress of 

Russian culture and society, albeit in sometimes indirect and subtle ways. They were not 

simply creating restaurants that would feed people. Rather, they were contributing to the 

construction of post-Soviet culture and society by working to shape the cultural 

categories, social meanings, and practices of consumption. In their own words, they were 

working to create a new kul’tura potreblenia (a culture of consumption). Drawing on 

these standards were ways of making claims about their legitimacy to serve as leaders, 

cultural producers, and experts. In this sense, their work became not only geared towards 

developing the market, but toward civilizing the country.  

Ultimately, however, the market itself became the mechanism for this civilizing 

process. Through their work and by virtue of their positions, these cultural producers 

were involved in the construction and negotiation of new class-based forms of 

distinction. While they spoke in general of Russia’s, and more specifically of Moscow’s, 

restaurant market, the economic interests represented in their work were much narrower. 

Throughout much of the 1990s, and particularly in the early years of economic reforms, 
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restaurateurs’ clients often belonged to the same class of investors who backed Moscow’s 

first restaurants. Indeed, articles written by foreign journalists in the 1990s often noted 

that restaurants were frequented by these new elites who were sometimes part of the 

Russian mafia. Thus, their class positions were complicated by their relations to both 

their clientele and their investors. One the one hand, by virtue of their social positions 

and knowledge, they shared access to similar lifestyles and cultural capital with the class 

of elites that emerged following the collapse of state socialism. On the other hand, they 

did not always enjoy the same economic power as those elites (with the exception of a 

few prominent and successful restaurateurs). In creating and opening restaurants, then, 

they were also involved in the production of places and practices of consumption that 

contributed to the solidification of the position of Russia’s postsocialist elites, who could 

afford to engage in the practices of distinction enabled by such sites of consumption.  

  

It Takes More Than a Certificate From a Cooking School to Be a Chef 

In December 2005 a new culinary school opened in Moscow—the International 

Academy of Gastronomy (IAG). Moscow was already home to a number of cooking 

schools, from vocational schools and colleges to universities offering everything from 

certificates and continuing education programs to graduate degrees. Many of these 

schools, such as the Moscow State University of Food Production (MGUPP), Tsaritsino 

College, and the Moscow Economic-Technological College had been around since the 

Soviet years. Others, like the Russian University of Cooperation’s School of Trade and 

Restaurant Business, were established relatively recently in response to the increased 

labor demand in the foodservice industry. These schools offered a broad range of 
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programs, from cooking and confectionary classes, training in serving and bartending, 

and management to more technical studies such as food chemistry and microbiology, 

analysis and quality control, food production and manufacturing, and nutrition science. 

But the IAG was unique among these programs in that it was the first culinary school 

opened as a joint venture with a foreign school—France’s prestigious Ecole National 

Supèrieure de la Pâtisserie (Higher School of Confectionary Arts), among whose 

managers was world-renowned chef, Alain Ducasse. Dmitry Zlenov, one of the school’s 

directors, explained the reason for establishing the school.  

There are a lot of talented cooks and confectioners in Russia, yet all our 
attempts to go out at an international level have for now have gotten 
nowhere. If there is actually any interest in the West right now in Russian 
specialists, it’s superficial. IAG will allow us to build a bridge between 
Russian gastronomy and the rest of the world. As of today this is the only 
educational establishment in our country capable of offering an accredited 
foundational education based on a European model (Grozni 2006:7). 

 
The academy’s instructors were to be foreign chefs and confectioners who would adapt 

their training to “the needs of the Russian market” (Grozni 2006: 7).  

 The Academy was headed by Thomas Muller, a seasoned chef who had arrived in 

Moscow after a career that spanned five-star hotels and Michelin-starred restaurants 

around the world, including Geneva, Paris, New York, Beijing, Washington D.C., 

Massachusetts, Melbourne, Tokyo, and Saudi Arabia. As with many of the foreign chefs 

working in Moscow, Muller was recruited by a local businessman. Restaurateurs, either 

on their own or through head hunting agencies, regularly sought out and brought foreign 

chefs to Moscow to head their kitchens. Although foreign chefs made up a relatively 

small percentage of Moscow’s culinarians, their positions tended to be toward the top of 

the capital’s culinary scene. Most often them headed the kitchens of either high-end 
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restaurants such as Turandot, Café Pushkin, and Nostalzhi, or those of chain restaurants 

such as Goodman steakhouse and Filimonova i Yankel fish house, where the chef was 

hired as a concept chef for the entire chain. Muller’s impressive international resume, 

then, was not all that unusual in the field. Many of the foreign chefs working in Moscow 

had traced zigzags across multiple countries in the development of their careers.  

Indeed, their experience in a diverse range of restaurants, countries, and cuisines 

was precisely what contributed to the cultural capital that restaurateurs were seeking. For 

restaurateurs and companies opening restaurants and chains with relatively high capital 

investments, foreign chefs were a sound bet for reasons both practical and symbolic. “All 

the imported chefs that we have, they started their work in the big corporations for the 

most part,” explained Orlov.  

They were with Sheraton, Marriot. They go to work and learn in one 
country for five years, and then in another country for five years, and 
while they’re doing that they start to learn the cuisine from the native’s 
perspective, by living in the culture. Ours, at 25 years old, become chefs 
knowing nothing. ‘I worked with an Italian.’ What did you work? What 
did you do? I tell him, ‘you make pasta like our old women. . . . Being a 
cook is a specialty, like being a driver. The more you drive, the more 
experience you have. And it’s like from your whole life you become 
experienced. It’s only those few talented people who can start just from 
birth. But even that person has to train everyday. . . . But they don’t 
understand that! How are you a chef? From what? What can you do? What 
knowledge do you have? I tell them, you know that classic French cuisine, 
with it’s more than 1000 sauces, are all based on two: white and red. . . . 
So there’s no, no classic knowledge. . . . All these [foreign] chefs, they’ve 
spent their lives immigrating, moving. Every month or two they move to 
another country, and they don’t just go, they go to work. It takes more 
than a diploma from a cooking school to be a chef. 
 
Fine notes that “restaurants are both service and production units, and, so, cooks 

work simultaneously for customers and management” (1996:19). Both organizational and 

cultural constraints shape the products that cooks produce, as well as the values they give 
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to them. Chefs are simultaneously laborers, managers, and artists. While best known by 

their audiences for the aesthetic and sensual qualities of the dishes they design, the 

production of cuisine is also an industrial process that is shaped by material, 

technological, and human constraints. Chefs must manage the costs and organization of 

food, equipment, and labor, while at the same time understanding and anticipating their 

customer base and their market niche. At the same time, they must also be able to 

distinguish between and determine the quality of the products with which they work. 

While the first set of concerns are more managerial and technical, the second—quality—

is more a matter of the habitus of their trade, the accumulated discernment and taste that 

allow them to claim legitimacy for judging the aesthetic and sensory qualities of their 

work (Bourdieu 1996; Fine 1996). Thus in some restaurants, particularly those where 

capital investment was higher, the cuisine was more complex (such as French or Italian), 

or the targeted market was of a higher economic strata. As producers of these culinary 

representations of class, chefs and cooks often served as mediators of class-based notions 

of distinction, producing the edible symbols of economic power and prestige.  

Among Moscow’s foreign chefs was a general sense that Russian chefs were 

generally less knowledgeable and skilled, while among both Russian and foreign chefs 

was a shared belief that Russian cooks largely lacked adequate training, skills, 

knowledge, and work ethic. More than bribes and bureaucracy, what concerned them 

most were problems with kadry (personnel). Of all the problems and issues that chefs (as 

well as restaurateurs and managers) complained about it, none ranked higher or more 

consistently than this one. The problem of personnel was not unique to the restaurant 

business. Since the beginning of the 1990s much of Moscow’s retail and service industry 
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suffered from a shortage of labor. The labor shortage spanned nearly all levels of 

business, from wage workers to managers and executives. But for the restaurant industry, 

this “deficit,” as it was often called, had unique characteristics. Trade magazines were 

full of articles about the bedy (woes) of finding, keeping, and training employees. 

Management literature offered advice on searching for qualified managers, how to 

interview employees and what to look for in their responses, and how to timbild (team 

build). An article in the March 2006 issue of Restorator (Restaurateur) magazine, for 

example, listed some of the most important qualities to look for in servers, while 

admitting that it was difficult to find ones who possessed them—spontannost i 

kommunikabelnost (spontaneity and inter-personal skills), skorost (speed), yazyk 

(language skills), and motivatsia (motivation).  

While the trade and management literature were more proscriptive in their 

discussion of these woes, for chefs these issues carried deeper connotations about 

Russian culture, society, and character. The most common complaint, which I heard from 

every chef with whom I spoke, was that servers and cooks lacked work ethic, drive, and 

education. “It’s a lack of obrazovannia [education] and, above that, a professional 

education of the worker,” lamented Orlov. “He needs to know how to greet people, what 

to say, how to evaluate them, how a person should act, but they don’t have any of that. . . 

. That is a lack of knowledge, a lack of intellect.” When it came to cooking, chefs’ 

complaints centered around their cooks’ inexperience and lack of knowledge of 

ingredients.  Alexei Markin, the executive chef of Stars and Stripes Café, saw it as an 

issue of upbringing. 

The way one was vospitan [raised] is very, very important, you 
understand. In all professions, in any profession, your kul'tura [culture], 
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your kommunikabelnost' [inter-personal skills, ability to converse], your 
ability to talk, your knowledge of your own native language. I’m not 
talking about learning English or the way we learned German. You grew 
up in Russia, and you should know your own language. When you’re 18 
years old and you don’t even know how to speak Russian correctly, what 
are we talking about? . . . It’s the same thing with the way you’re raised. 
We were taught to wash our hands, right, we were taught to wash our feet, 
to take showers. Some people aren’t taught that. They go a week without 
washing. I say, how can you do that? . . . You understand. This is culture, 
yes?  

 
This idea of a lack of kul'turnost' took on other shades of meaning, including 

characterizations of national character and historical deficiencies in culture. Both foreign 

and Russian chefs often explained these faults as stemming from Russkoe mentalitet 

(Russian mentality). Markin explained that,  

if I, as a Russian chef, have problems, if it’s hard for me to find them 
[cooks], and I know the mentality, then for foreign chefs it’s even harder. 
A foreign chef, he works like, like take this chef, he goes to the human 
resources department, he says I need five cooks, and they tell him ok, 
we’ll get you five cooks. They put an ad out and we’re going to interview 
them. But any foreign cook, he’s not going to know the Russian mentality, 
right, that the Russian mentality is, someone not from a very fortunate 
family, it’s alcohol, definitely, at least 70 percent. It’s low pay, a low level 
of salary. Many might steal. There are a lot of factors here that he might 
not see immediately, because I’ve already been through this and I’ve seen 
it all. 

 

Antonio—who was the executive chef of Dellos’ Mu-Mu chain, head chef of Le Duc, an 

expensive French restaurant, and Turandot’s Italian kitchen—complained about 

knowledge and consistency.  

I’ve worked in all kinds of kitchens around the world. I worked in France 
and London, in the USA, Italy for a long time, and here. But they 
mentality they have here is very hard to understand, because in France or 
England, if you say to one guy you have to make this one [dish] this way, 
you don’t have to control everyday, every moment the same stuff, the 
same things, because they make it like you say the first time. Here they 
find every way to find the shortcut, and sometimes the product is not the 
same. They are very clever, and for us it is very hard, very ugly, because 
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we have to make control every day. We spend a lot of time only to make 
control. . . . And for me, the first time was unbelievable, because I said, 
‘ok, if I said to you that you have to make it like this, why do you make it 
like that? Because for him, it is the same. Ok, they don’t have the culture 
that we have in Italy or France, about the kitchen, about the products. . . . 
It doesn’t occur to them. Meat is meat, fish is fish, they don’t care. They 
put it in the pan and they forget about it. And for us, we have a culture of 
this, the high quality kitchen that only is now coming to Moscow. . . . But 
the mentality, anyway, is that they find anyway the short way to do it, and 
it’s not the right way. 

 
As with many perceived “shortcomings,” blame fell squarely on a “lack” of 

“culture.” Although many cooks who sought employment in restaurants had come from 

local cooking schools, they were nonetheless perceived to be poorly trained and under-

qualified. Formal schooling was not seen as sufficient. It was no substitute for experience 

in the kitchen. Yet at the same time chefs often implied or explicitly stated that even in 

comparing Russian education with the training cooks received in schools in, say, France, 

Italy, or the United States, Russian education still fell short. The underlying reason was a 

general perception that Russia simply lacked the deep culture of cuisine that came with 

years of culinary history. Much of the reasoning for this was that there was no history or 

culture of restaurants in Russia, or rather, the Soviet Union. As Markin explained, in the 

Soviet Union 

there was no culture of restaurants. Well, no, that is, there was a culture of 
restaurants, that is, they were called restaurants, but first of all they were 
really hard to get into, right? Even though it was financially easy, that is, 
someone who earned money, but I’m talking about, first of all there were 
very few restaurants. All the restaurants belonged to the Party, to the 
Communist Party, right, and all the government, in all the restaurants, all 
five or say ten in Moscow, all of them had the same menu, you 
understand.  

 

Orlov expressed much the same view about the absence of restaurant culture in the Soviet 

Union.  
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There was no culture of going to restaurants. That is, a restaurant, if you 
watch old Soviet films, was either, either some gathering of criminals, 
scoundrels, because there was this idea of ne trudovie dokhody [non-labor 
income]. . . so a restaurant was a negative place, as such. Plus, there 
weren’t very many of them, and they were always full. . . . And to the 
extent that the stereotype ingrained itself in people’s consciousness, to this 
day in Russia it’s not accepted to have dinner in restaurants. Everyone eats 
at home. If they eat lunch, then it’s business lunch; the cheaper the better. 

 

As with many perceived “shortcomings” in Russian dining habits and culinary 

culture, blame fell squarely on the socialist state and economy. Such blame was a tried 

and true narrative that had been repeated since the collapse of the former Soviet Union 

and its centralized economy. Particularly among economists and political scientists, the 

legacies of the socialist system were seen as obstacles to the “transition” to a free market 

system. Such perceptions continued into the 2000s, as exemplified by Elizabeth Dunn’s 

(2004, 2005) work on food production and regulation in postsocialist. Dunn details the 

ways that Western managers, regulators, and producers pathologized socialist production, 

labor, and work culture. Perceptions of socialist accounting methods, production 

processes, labor relations, and standards of quality provided the ideological justification 

for importing and imposing Western standards, norms, and regulations (2004). In her 

exploration of the extension of the European Union’s meat processing standards and 

regulations, Dunn explains that both the EU and the US Department of Agriculture 

classified Polish farms and processing facilities as “high risk” (2005). Dunn argues, 

however, that this “risky” rating had little to do with actual risk or difference in Polish 

standards. Rather, the EU’s rating systems classified Poland as risky because the 

country’s “informational and physical infrastructure for agricultural production is not the 

same as the one developed to address problems of western European agricultural 
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production—problems that Poland, with its fragmented structures, does not share” 

(2005:181). Dunn contends that these standards equated, or transmuted differences in 

production and infrastructure as impurities, construing Poland as “an infested, disease-

bearing, less technologically sophisticated candidate for membership” into the EU. 

 Such narratives that either pathologized socialist culture and practices or to a 

lesser degree saw them as stubborn impediments to improving social and economic 

relations appeared regularly in discourses surrounding Russian professional cooking, 

eating habits and food culture. Markin was explicit in his blame. 

When a lot of people start saying there is no culinary culture in America, I 
tell them you just don’t understand. I say, in Russia, which lived through 
ten centuries and only developed pork with grechka [buckwheat], in 
America, look what it developed in 300 years. I say, in America, so much 
in 300 years! But in Russia, I say, we didn’t have anything. We lost our 
entire kulinaria [gastronomy], yes? We lost everything. All Russia's 
cuisine, we lost it all during the communist era, perestroika and 
communism. All the Russian traditions that we had in cuisine, they all 
went away. In russia, they always cooked super well from the times of the 
tsars, eh? But that was tsartist food, for the rich. It's only now that people 
hae started returning to it, with those historical dinners and historical 
books. But back then it was everyday. But for 70 years [during the Soviet 
era], what did she live on? Sosiski [hot dogs], fish, eggs, and pelmeni 
[dumplings]. And that's it. For 70 years, the counry lived on that. On 
holidays there was kolbasa [sausage] and mandarins [mandarin organges]. 
That was our celebration. 

 
However, in other contexts culinarians emphasized and lauded past values and history. In 

other contexts, these shortcomings were seen more as structural, rather than cultural. It 

was not that Russia lacked talent and discernment; it was simply that it was farther 

behind in the evolutionary scale of technological and economic development. In that 

sense, Russia’s culinarians were seen as the key to shifting the world’s perceptions. Their 

task was seen as safeguarding Russian culinary traditions while at the same time raising 

them to world standards. It is to this task that I now turn. 
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Building Culinary Communities 

One aspect of the booming foodservice industry was the growth of professional 

associations and organizations and educational and professional training programs, both 

in Moscow and across Russia. Many of these associations, such as Natsionalnaya Gildiya 

Shef-Povarov (the National Guild of Head Chefs) and Federatsia Restoratorov I 

Otelierov (the Federation of Restaurateurs and Hoteliers), both founded in 2003, were 

new to the scene. Others, such as Moskovskaya Kulinarnaya Assotsiatsia (The Moscow 

Culinary Association) and Russkoe Kulinarnaya Assotsiatsia (the Russian Culinary 

Association), also know as Mezhregionalnaya Kulinarnaya Assotsiatsia (the Interegional 

Culinary Association), had been around since 1991 and 1990, respectively.  

My fieldwork took me to a number of these institutions and associations, but by 

far my closest relationships and work was with the Moscow Culinary Association 

(MCA). Founded in 1991, the MCA was one of Russia’s first post-Soviet professional 

culinary associations, a distinction that some of the association’s members still note with 

pride. Their pride, however, is not so much for being first among the network of culinary 

associations that connect members of Russia’s rapidly growing hospitality and 

foodservice industries and institutions. Rather, it comes from a collective sense of having 

weathered the storm of post-Soviet transformation and “preserved” the cultural values 

and traditions of their craft in the face of tumultuous change. By the beginning of the 

1980s many aspects of Moscow’s public catering industry had, as one veteran put it, 

exhausted the momentum of its earlier achievements (Zavyalov 2006:131). Although a 

number of cafes and restaurants had begun opening as independently-run kooperativy 

(cooperatives) toward the end of the 1980s, most of the public catering establishments 
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were still organized under Soviet codes and regulations, which controlled everything 

from location, size, seating capacity, and types of equipment allowed to the delivery of 

supplies and ingredients, standards and recipes for dishes, and prices. Many of these 

establishments were “working on outdated technologies, poorly functioning equipment, 

and were unable to meet the growing demands of the population” (Zavyalov 2006:132). 

To this list of complaints, Nikolai Zavyalov, who was a deputy in the Soviet Ministry of 

Trade in the 1960s and one of the founders of the Museum of Public Catering, added the 

problem of a shortage of young, qualified workers ready enter the foodservice industry 

2006:131). 

It was in this context of “exiting socialism” that the MCA was established. In 

Moscow: 850 Years of Trade and Service (1997), a survey of the capital’s retail and 

consumer services landscape published by the city government in commemoration of 

Moscow’s 950th anniversary, the MCA’s president Tatiana Alekseevna described the 

Association’s founding in much the same way she had described it to me over the year I 

had come to know her and the Association. 

The economic transformations of the nineties had serious repercussions 
for public food service. All those years of work and the seemingly 
unbreakable ties within the system of public catering…were abruptly 
broken. Many restaurants and cafes found themselves on the verge of 
bankruptcy and closure. In order to help the system adapt to the demands 
of the market, to safeguard those rich traditions, and to not lose decades of 
accumulated experience, the directors of the city’s largest establishments, 
along with specialists and veterans of the field, decided to join forces and 
found the Association. (Varfolomeyeva 1997:168) 

 
Indeed, the aim of “safeguarding” the achievements of decades of service in the Soviet 

public catering industry was written directly into the MCA’s mission statement. “The 

MCA sees the culinary arts as a valuable part of national culture, and emphasizes that the 
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folk traditions of Moscow zostolya [commensality] and gostipriimstvo [hospitality] must 

be preserved and developed on a contemporary world level,” read an Association 

brochure (Moskovskaya assotsiatsia kulinarov n.d.). One of the best examples of the 

Association’s efforts to preserve these culinary traditions was its stewardship of the 

Museum of Public Catering, which it ran from 1991 to 2005. Despite the structural break 

with the Soviet system of public catering, the MCA did not necessarily imagine it as a 

rupture in the meanings and values that characterized the profession in Soviet times. Just 

as the museum narrated the history of professional cooking and foodservice as a unilinear 

progression from tsarist feast and humble tavern to the postsocialist fine-dining 

restaurants and fast-food chains, so too did the MCA align itself closely with and valorize 

the culture and traditions of Russia’s public catering and culinary past. And just as the 

museum celebrated the roles of culinary professionals, such as chefs, cooks, servers, 

scientists, and nutritionists, in their service and contributions to (Soviet) society and 

Russian culture, so too did the MCA strive to instill and nurture these values in the 

“young specialists” charged with carrying the future of the field. Yet, although distant 

echoes may be heard of the Soviet public catering project in the MCA’s objectives of 

continuing to modernize the foodservice industry and develop the country’s system of 

culinary education, these strategies played themselves out within different social, 

cultural, and economic fields. In its effort to promote and raise the prestige of Russia’s 

(and specifically Moscow’s) culinary profession, the MCA’s members also attempted to 

negotiate new forms of cultural and social capital within the post-Soviet and globally 

inflected field of culinary production. 
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 In addition to its work as a cultural institution, the MCA was, from its inception, 

very focused on professional and industrial development. Its top priorities included 

promotion of the prestige of the cooking and confectionery professions, 
advancement of the professional skill of Moscow’s culinarians, 
introduction of modern technologies into the capital’s foodservice 
establishments, strengthening of interregional and international relations, 
cooperation with professional training institutions, and the provision of 
full support for young specialists. (Moskovskaya assotsiatsia kulinarov 
n.d.)  

 
As a obshchestvennaya organizatsia (non-profit social organization), the MCA received 

support from and was counted among a range of local institutions and offices—the 

closest one being the Moscow City Department of Retail Trade and Services—that were 

part of the administrative structure of the capital’s consumer market and economy. The 

MCA’s board of director occupied various positions within Moscow’s contemporary 

culinary community, including chefs, confectioners, and educators. Its acting and 

honorary members extended even further into the capital’s foodservice industry to 

include restaurateurs and restaurant employees, food and equipment suppliers, and retired 

“veterans” of the Soviet public catering industry. Some of the MCA’s board members 

and general members also belonged to other new professional organizations and 

associations that had emerged in the 2000s. The National Guild of Head Chefs was only 

founded in 2003, as was the Federation of Restaurateurs and Hoteliers.  

 These ties were not limited to Moscow’s food and restaurant industry. The MCA 

was itself part of the RCA, an umbrella organization that encompassed all the other 

associations. In 1993 the RCA became a member of the World Association of Cooks 

Societies (WACS), a “global community of culinarians comprised of over 70 countries 

with a membership estimated in excess of eight million cooks and chefs” (World 
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Association of Cooks Societies 2008). Because WACS members join as countries rather 

than individual associations or members, the RCA represented all the regional 

associations across the country at WACS-sponsored events, culinary competitions, 

meetings, and salons. The MCA and the RCA overlapped considerably, however. They 

shared board members and collaborated in organizing events. But it was the MCA that 

did much of the heavy lifting.  

Of all the MCA’s objectives, working to develop professionals and molodie 

spetsialisty (young specialists) in the culinary profession was its most highly valued 

activity. Throughout the year, the Association organized and attended master classes and 

seminars, culinary salons, competitions, lectures, and international field trips, all related 

to the creative or business side of the food service industry. In 2007, for example, the 

Association participated to varying degrees as organizers, judges, competitors, and/or 

trainers in no less than 17 different competitions in Moscow, across Russia, and abroad, 

including internationally renowned competitions, such as the Bocuse d’Or in France, 

ScotHot in Glazgow, the World Culinary Olympics in Germany, and the Kremlin Cup in 

Moscow. The MCA organized and held master classes and seminars in various types of 

cuisines, new kitchen equipment and technologies, food safety and sanitation, and school 

catering. They assisted regional associations in holding events and competitions, brought 

together foreign and local chefs working in Moscow, and helped arrange apprenticeships 

with Moscow chefs and restaurants for cooks and culinary students from the regions.    
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FIGURE 8: A mock grocery store in the Russian Cooperative University’s 
School of Trade and Restaurant Business. 

 
 

These activities, in addition to justifying the bureaucratic and relatively small 

material support the MCA received from the municipal government, were some of the 

primary ways that networks and relationships between local, national, and international 

cooks were established and new culinary trends and practices filtered through to 

educational establishments, students, and professionals. The MCA’s position within the 

social network of Moscow’s educational establishments and culinary professionals 

enabled it to mediate between an emerging generation of workers and broader local, 

national, and international trends and developments in the industry. For example, in April 

2007, the MCA admitted a new member to its ranks, Maria Antonova. Maria Antonova 

was the head of the Russian Cooperative University’s (RUC) School of Trade and 

Restaurant Business, a relatively new program that offered undergraduate and graduate 

courses in retail and restaurant management, food manufacturing, quality control, 

psychology, and other areas of the retail, restaurant, and tourism trades.  By admitting 
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Maria Antonova into the MCA, the Association expanded its affiliates to include RUC's 

program. The MCA and RUC were now allies. In practical terms, this meant the MCA 

had access to the school’s networks and resources. They had already arranged to hold a 

board meeting at the school’s restaurant. It meant possible financial support, or at least 

the help of RUC students and faculty. For the school’s students, it meant expanded 

opportunities to participate in the various cooking competitions, salons, excursions, and 

master classes organized by the MCA and the RCA. It also meant potential professional 

networking, since the students would have access to many chefs and managers in 

Moscow.  

Later that June, Maria Antonova offered to host a MCA board meeting at RUC. 

The meeting opened with a cooking demonstration, during which one of the program’s 

students demonstrated a technique that had been developed by the school for frosting 

cakes by reducing fruit juices. Following the demonstration, the board members were 

given a tour of the program’s facilities, which included a museum dedicated to the history 

and development of Russia’s cooperative university system and a mock retail grocery 

store where students practiced customer service, sales, stocking, managing a store, and 

other retail-related skills. The meeting concluded, as most meetings did, around a table 

set with an assortment of zakuski (appetizers), wine, and vodka. Conversations flowed 

freely around various topics both professional and personal. Toasts were made by various 

members honoring the new and established friendships that were cemented through the 

Association. 
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FIGURE 9: A student at RUC’s School of Trade and Restaurant Business 
demonstrates a frosting technique to the MCA’s board members. 

 
 

Maria Antonova and some of her faculty thus joined the MCA in much the same 

way that other educational and professional institutions and organizations had over the 

past 16 years. In many ways, these were more than working or professional relationships. 

They were relationships that drew on and created a sense of community linked not only 

by participation in a common economic sphere but by a shared sense of values and 

culture. Moreover, for the MCA it was important that this sense of community and 

common culture was instilled in the “young specialists” that were being trained in and 

emerging from Moscow’s and Russia’s various educational institutions. As Tatiana 

Alekseevna explained to me, “working in the restaurant industry not only productively 

but also creatively, making cuisine into a real art, require serious knowledge and a 

professional approach to the business. But the task for our youth is not to blindly follow 

new, ultramodern trends, but rather to receive reliable information about the development 
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of the restaurant business and world culinary practices, while at the same time preserving 

Russian culinary and hospitality traditions.” 

 
FIGURE 10: The MCA and RUC toast to new friendship and lasting 
cooperation. 
 

One of the ways that the Association attempted to teach these values to the 

younger generation was through the many student cooking competitions that it helped 

orchestrate throughout the year. The most important of these was the Moscow Open 

Youth Championship in the Culinary Arts and Service, which I mentioned at the 

beginning of my introduction. The Championship is the MCA’s flagship event, designed 

to bring together the capital’s schools, colleges, and universities in order to build 

networks, exchange ideas, and inspire students. Held in 1996, the first Championship was 

relatively small, attended by only seventy participants and limited to educational 

establishments in Moscow. Not until 2002 was the event opened to regions and schools 

outside of Moscow. The move to the “Open” Championship marked an important 

moment for the MCA, for it signaled both the health of Russia’s developing foodservice 
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industry and the success of the Association’s work. In line with the MCA’s larger 

organizational goals, one of the Championship’s aims was to foster cooperation and 

strengthen relationships with Russia’s regions. 

The 2006 Championship was an especially significant event. That year the 

Association celebrated its fifteenth anniversary and the Championship marked its tenth. 

Having outgrown its prior accommodations in a corner of the annual Moscow Hotel 

Business Expo, the Championship had moved to the Kosmos Hotel, perhaps a more 

fitting space for its landmark status in the capital’s urban landscape and hotel industry. 

As in previous years, the opening ceremonies found the competitors, their teacher-

coaches, and supporters collected in the auditorium, where they sat with their respective 

team- and schoolmates and proudly cheered their support whenever someone from their 

school or city was called to the stage. That year more than 200 teams from 10 cities 

participated, some as far away as Ekaterinburg. A professional MC orchestrated the 

proceedings, introducing special guests and sponsors and waxing poetic about the event’s 

significance and the achievements of its student participants. Between speeches, students 

from local schools and colleges performed songs and dances, many of them set to 

American pop music and modeled on music video choreography. The first several years 

that the Championship was held, these performances were part of the competition. 

Students were awarded prizes for their displays of talent and musicianship. Later 

Championships retained these performances, but as entertainment rather than 

competition. Still, the musical portions of the opening ceremonies added energy and 

excitement to the proceedings, engaging the audience, drawing them into the experience, 

and heightening the shared sense of celebration.  
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Anthropologists have written extensively about the roles of rituals and 

celebrations in producing group identity and community (Schieffelin 1985; Turner 1967, 

1985; Van Gennep 1960). This work has explored the various ways in which symbols, 

values, and boundaries of community are enacted and given social reality through 

rhetorical and embodied performances (Schieffelin 1985; Kruckemeyer 2002). The 

opening ceremonies of the Championship reveal much about the ways that the MCA and 

its supporters understand the values and ideals of their work, as well as the historical and 

contemporary boundaries and meanings of the “culinary community.” A large portion of 

the ceremonies was given over to speeches by various government officials, 

representatives of the hospitality and food industries, and members of the MCA. Tatiana 

Alekseevna expressed many of the event’s most salient themes and sentiments when she 

took to the stage: 

I’m very happy to welcome you all, colleagues from Moscow and from all 
the regions. Today, we meet for the tenth time, and I’m truly very grateful 
to all the educational establishments and their directors for your annual 
participation in this wonderful competition. This event provides us with an 
opportunity for developing professional skill and for the growth of our 
educational establishments. You understand, when you look out into this 
hall, a hall full of our future, with shining, wonderful eyes, that our future 
is in reliable hands. And we, in our turn, will help you, my friends. Help 
you and teach you to bring dobro (good) to people, because, really, our 
profession is the most generous, the kindest profession. So I thank all of 
you for your participation and all of the cities that have come to us today, I 
wish you luck, happiness, and success. 
 

Similarly, the president of another culinary association noted that at “today’s tenth 

anniversary, we celebrate not only with Moscow culinarians and not only with young 

Moscow culinarians, but in the circle of our colleagues from the regions.” Addressing the 

audience as “colleagues,” these speakers called attention to the shared occupational 
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identity of the event’s participants, linking Moscow and “the regions” in their common 

goal of developing professional skills. This image of commonality was underscored by 

the honorary diplomas and medals awarded to every school and participant simply for 

attending the event. Amid loud applause and cheers from home-team supporters, schools 

were called to the stage one by one to receive these awards, providing each establishment 

and student with the experience of belonging to the larger community and presenting 

each of them to the audience as members of Russia’s culinary community. 

Throughout the championship, repeated emphases on “skill,” “creativity,” and 

“imagination” highlighted particular dimensions of culinary work as an artistic craft. Fine 

notes that professional cooking occupies an “ambiguous position with the world of work, 

linked to production, service, and management” (1996:93). These positions reflect 

competing “demands for aesthetic choices, consistency, efficiency, autonomy, and highly 

skilled technical work” (Fine 1992:1271). To help them navigate these sometimes 

contradictory positions and demands, workers draw on a range of “occupational 

rhetorics” through which they “justify their work and explain to themselves and their 

public why what they do is admirable and/or necessary” (Fine 1996: 90).  

Although the MCA did not mask that idea that the competition is, at some level, 

about “work,” it did de-emphasize its connections to industry and the labor market in 

favor of a more socially oriented and culturally valued image. Thus, at the same time that 

these discursive strategies help shape the meanings of culinary work, they also infuse 

them with culturally specific values. In the language of the Championship’s opening 

ceremony and dedications (and to a slightly lesser extent, the closing ceremonies as well), 

the culinary profession was conceived in terms of its significance to society and culture. 
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With its connections to “proper” eating practices and nutritional knowledge, the work of 

cooking was constructed as a vital aspect in spiritual and physical zdarovya (health) and 

students were coined as “young specialists” possessing expert knowledge. “Your work 

touches on every aspect of people’s lives,” explained one speaker. “It is important for the 

health of the individual and of the nation.”  

These speeches conjured not only an individual body, the greater “social body,” 

recalling aspects of the ideological construction of foodservice in the Soviet Union. The 

president of the RCA underscored the dimensions of social service when he told the 

students that, although “it is a great thing to receive a medal, wonderful to win prizes, 

that is not the most important thing. The most important thing is your desire to become 

great masters who are needed not only by our city, not only by our country, but by the 

entire culinary world.” Another speaker drew these cultural connections in more detail by 

describing the event as a “celebration of the creativity of young hands, of the youth who 

are our replacements” and enjoined the students to “protect that which we have received 

from our older generation—the traditions of Russian national cuisine and Moscow 

khlebosolstvo [hospitality].” 

Furthermore, these links to a historical community were illustrated with 

references to and invocations of “veterans of the field,” the generation of culinary 

professionals who worked during the Soviet years. Rhetorically, these “veterans” served 

as temporal anchors and historical sources that were mobilized to construct the 

contemporary meaning of culinary work. An important element in drawing these 

connections came from the many MCA members, as well as the people who taught and 

coached the students, who were themselves part of the Soviet public catering industry. In 
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2001, the MCA created the znak priznaniia (sign of recognition), its “highest honor” 

bestowed upon “our colleagues for their personal contribution to the development of the 

culinary arts and service, the capital’s hospitality industry, and, of course, the preparation 

of our young, talented specialists.”  

Awarded during the Championship’s opening ceremonies, the znak priznaniia 

was more than a symbolic recognition and invocation of the values of culinary work and 

service. It was also a ritual, a public performance of historical ties and continuity with the 

past. Referring to the recipients as novye kavalery obschestvennogo pitaniia (new knights 

of public catering), “veterans of the field,” and “highly qualified specialists,” the MCA 

called each one to the stage, announcing their years of service in the field, the honors they 

had received, and which restaurants, kitchen-factories, or schools they had worked in. For 

some of the awardees, the znak priznaniia acknowledged over thirty years of service. One 

“veteran” was announced as “a master of professional training, having taught in the 

Moscow College of Hotel Management, Tsaritsina, since 1982.” Another had “more than 

twenty five years of experience in international events and competitions” and had worked 

in the Kosmos kitchen-factory for fifteen years. Still another veteran was announced as 

“one of Moscow’s best confectioners,” having worked in the Hotel Metropol, El Dorado 

restaurant, and Alexandria café, and been a representative of the country in the World 

Culinary Olympics in Luxembourg.” Students were encouraged to view these figures as 

role models. Igor Bukharov, one of Moscow’s first and most prominent restaurateurs 

offered this “piece of practical advice.” Noting that, although “you can do things in 

different ways, tradition is the foundation of everything. Everything new is something old 
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that has been forgotten. I encourage you to talk to your mentors, because always, 

tradition is the basis of our work.” 

In 2007, this history extended even further. That year the Championship was 

honored by the attendance of some of the last surviving generation of Hero Chefs, who 

had “served their country with distinction during the Great Patriotic War” and throughout 

the Soviet era. No speaker during the opening ceremonies failed to express his or her 

thanks and appreciation to these “true veterans” for their service. Many people 

exemplified the sense of respect and awe evoked by these honored guests by referring to 

them as nashi legendy (our legends). Here, too, Igor Bukharov, who was also the 

president and founder of the Russian Federation of Hoteliers and Restaurateurs, 

encouraged the students to take pictures with them, “because these are our legends, our 

past, people who started in the field as far back as the beginning of the last century! In the 

twenties! Can you imagine what that means?”  

In valorizing these older chefs as legends, the speakers not only emphasized the 

historical continuity and sense of community, but also underscored the idea that the 

contemporary culinary profession shared a culture and value system with the profession 

in the past.  This sense of shared occupational identity was further given social reality 

through the performative dimensions of the Championship and opening ceremonies. In 

this sense, the relationship between the Soviet and pos-Soviet culinary profession was 

literally embodied on stage by the veterans, who were living proof of this historical 

continuity. 

These discursive practices are significant not just because they establish shared 

professional interests and occupation identities among the Championship’s participants. 
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They also imbued culinary work with special meaning as a “craft” and connected this 

craft to historical community with common values and ideals. In these instances, the 

MCA constructed alternative cultural values and meanings for contemporary work 

practices, which in turn were celebrated as symbols of local and national culture (Terrio 

1996). Cooking becomes not only a vehicle for extending, preserving, and strengthening 

culinary heritage; it becomes the very manifestation of it. 

 

Artisans of the Nation 

For the members of the Association, cooking was not simply a profession and 

restaurants were not simply business establishments. Rather, these were professions and 

institutions that carried particular culture significance as symbols of culture and national 

identity. In addition to the official business of planning and organizing the various events 

in which the MCA and other culinary associations participated, board meetings often 

focused on discussions about how to propagandirovat (promote) Russia culinary culture 

both at home and abroad. One of the main avenues for promoting Russian culinary 

culture was through cooking competitions, exhibitions, and salons.  

A board meeting between members of the MCA and the RCA that was held in the 

historic Hotel Ukraine3in February 2007 exemplified the kinds of debates and concerns 

about Russian culinary heritage raised by the increased penetration of foreign cuisines, 

chefs, and practices into Moscow’s culinary culture. On the agenda was the MCA’s 

participation in the culinary competitions that were part of the annual Mir Restorana 

(Restaurant World) expo. Four main competitions in confectionary art, cooking, Italian 

                                                 
3 Completed in 1957, the hotel was bought by The Rezidor Hotel Group in 2009 and re-
opened under the Radisson brand in 2010. 
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cuisine, and hotel restaurants were to be held over the course of the four-day expo. The 

discussion began with Tatiana Alekseevna running down whom among the association 

would be in charge of planning and judging, and which individual cooks and teams 

would compete. As she was discussing the logistics of the event, Valentina Fyodorovna, a 

teacher at one of the cooking schools affiliated with the MCA, member broke in with a 

question. She wanted to know, “Why Italian?” 

“Why Italian what?” responded Tatiana Alekseevna. 

“Why Italian cuisine?” answered Valentina Fyodorovna, demanding to know why 

Italian cuisine was the focus of the main competition, and not Russian cuisine. 

Tatiana Alekseevna responded loudly and authoritatively that the reason Italian 

cuisine was to be the featured cuisine for the competition was that “because in today’s 

moment, Italian is the most popular cuisine, at the moment, the most popular cuisine in 

the world. That’s one. Second, there are a lot of Italian restaurants in Moscow. And why 

at the expo? Because they’re working with a lot of Italian companies right now, and 

Italian companies are taking 500 or 600 meters of the floor to pi-ar [literally, PR, a use of 

the acronym for “public relations” as a verb] their country. So they asked them to make 

the championship in Italian cuisine.” 

Valentina Fyodorovna was not convinced. “It’s just, this question is, it’s 

becoming like an illness. To look at what Moscow restaurants are offering, it’s almost 

like they’re ashamed to write Italian, that is, Russian cuisine. There’s almost not a single 

major restaurant here that sees itself as serving Russian cuisine. They pi-ar their cuisine, 

and we don’t pi-ar ours.” 
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“Well, in principle, the championship in cooking arts is, for that matter, a 

championship of Russian cuisine, with, well, European implementation,” answered 

Tatiana Alekseevna, pointing out that the cooking competition featured Russian cuisine, 

albeit in European style of presentation. “We’re just not calling it a championship of 

Russian cuisine. We’re saying that it’s a culinary championship among cooks.” 

“We just completely don’t pi-ar our Russian cuisine,” insisted Valentina 

Fyodorovna.  

Not only was Valentina Fyodorovna dissatisfied with the position accorded 

Russian cuisine in the Restaurant World expo, but she was also expressing her concern 

with the ostensible decline of Russian cuisine in Moscow’s culinary landscape. To a 

certain extent, her concern was grounded in the fact that foreign foods such as pasta, 

pizza, sushi, and steak were represented far more on restaurant menus than more 

“traditional” Russian foods. This insult was underscored by the choice of the expo’s 

organizers to feature an Italian cooking competition in which Russian cooks would 

compete. Although not everyone on the board agreed with her appraisal, everyone shared 

the assumption that restaurants and the cooking profession were more than simply 

economic practices and institutions. Rather, they were also cultural institutions and 

practices that were oriented toward and framed within the nation as an organizing 

category (Brubaker 1996: Winegar 2006).  
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FIGURE: 11: Young cooks from cities across Russia compete for a spot 
on Russia’s national culinary team and opportunities to advance to 
prestigious international competitions, such as the Bocuse d’Or, advertised 
above the cooking stations.  

 
 

If professional cooking and restaurants were embodiments of national culture, 

then cooks and chefs were seen as agents of cultural communication and “artisans” of 

national identity. This notion underlied much of what the MCA and Russia’s other 

regional associations were about. As in the example of the Championship, these 

organizations sought to inculcate a sense of national pride and belonging in the young 

cooks whose careers they were helping begin. This was a theme that emerged in 

particular clarity in an interview I conducted with the head of Moscow State University’s 

Food Manufacturing school, Sergei Petrovich. Sergei Petrovich, too, feared the potential 

loss of Russian culinary knowledge in the new generation of cooks that was beginning to 

emerge. He began our conversation with a lengthy discussion of Russian culinary 

traditions, detailing the various folk methods and ingredients that comprised them. But, 

he lamented, “these days the old specialists versed in these traditions are shrinking. Many 
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of our young cooks these days are very interested in European cuisine in its various 

forms. Pizza, pasta, sushi—these are the popular trends of the day.” In response to this, 

he explained that it was all the more important for “those of us who still hold this 

knowledge to pass it on to the youth, who continue on as representatives of our national 

traditions and achievements.”  

These assumptions entail not just the notions that cooks are protectors and 

producers of national cuisine, but assumptions about knowledge and taste that are 

grounded in and acquired through the body. Here, I wish to focus on the ways that cooks 

were seen as cultural “ambassadors” in various local and international contexts. 

Throughout the year the MCA and RCA regularly assembled teams of cooks and 

confectioners to compete in national and international cooking events as representatives 

of Russia. In 2007, for example, the MCA was invited to participate in the Russian Art 

Festival in Cannes, an annual event that showcased Russian culture through art, folk 

music and dance, and cuisine. The Association assembled a team of chefs that would fly 

to France and cook Russian cuisine for the festival’s audience. Much debate went into the 

planning of the event, from what kinds of dishes would best represent Russian cuisine to 

which ingredients would need to be imported and which could be obtained in France. Of 

particular concern was the selection of the cooks who would work at the festival. Most of 

the slots had already been filled with more mature and established chefs and 

confectioners who had proven their skills both in the professional realm and in 

competitions. Two slots, however, were still open, and there was much debate about 

whether to bring some young up-and-coming cooks.  
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The issue for the MCA was whether these young cooks had the necessary skills 

and knowledge of craft to prepare Russian food up to the expected standards. This was 

not merely a question of their practical cooking skills, but of whether their age and 

training had instilled in them a deeper knowledge of the taste of Russian cuisine. The 

menu that the MCA planned on preparing included a number of dishes from seventeenth, 

eighteenth, and nineteenth century Russia. These included ukha “Starorusskaya” s 

rasstegaiami (“Old Russian” fish soup with fish pies), a traditional fish soup that was 

often served at parties during the reign of Catherine the Great and was a well-known 

specialty at the luxurious nineteenth-century Moscow restaurant, Slavianskii Bazaar. 

Another dish was ryba “po-monastyrski” (“monastery-style” fish), a dish that 

represented the cuisine of Russian monasteries. Yet another was teliatina po retsepty 

grafa Orlova (literally, veal based on the recipe of Prince Orlov), a nineteenth-century 

dish of French origin brought to Russia by Prince Orlov. These dishes, along with the 

others on the menu, were carefully selected because for the MCA they represented the 

finest of Russian cuisine. They were dishes that were thought to be complex and creative 

enough to impress a foreign audience, especially a French audience that was assumed to 

have a higher level of sophistication.  

What was at stake in the Russian Art Festival was the same thing that was at stake 

in all the other international competitions and salons in which Russian cooks were sent to 

participate. As representatives of Russian cuisine, these cooks were not just preparing 

Russian food for foreign audiences. Rather, they were charged with representing the skill, 

artistry, and achievements of Russian culinary culture and, by extension, Russia. 

Throughout my fieldwork members of the MCA would often boast of the medals that 
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their cooks and confectioners had won in national and international competitions as 

evidence of the country’s achievements and progress. Tatiana Alekseevna noted that in 

1994, “we also went for the first time, we prepared a youth team for Norway, and the 

team took part in a WACS event, a youth competition. Well, their first time out they only 

brought back a certificate, but then in 96 we also, for the first time in Russia, went to the 

World Culinary Olympics. . . . Then, as we say, we were just starting . . . and in 2000 we 

also went with both a national team and youth team, and we won a bronze medal for our 

natsionalny obed (national dinner). In 2004, the Moscow Association prepared a youth 

team who also won a bronze medal.” While she readily admitted that in many ways “we 

have some catching up to do,” Tatiana Aleksandrovna also expressed pride in how 

quickly they had “progressed.” 

Such statements were often couched in terms of Russia’s relative “progress” and 

“development.” “We don’t have what Europe has,” explained Constantin, the executive 

chef of the Hotel Natsional and one of the members of the delegation who cooked at the 

Russian Art Festival.  

We’ve only recently begun to have access to the modern equipment, 
quality products, and range of cuisines that Europeans have had for many 
years. In the Soviet Union, we worked under limited conditions. Poor 
quality ingredients, unreliable equipment, strict regulations on production. 
It’s only recently that we’ve been able to work in more modern ways. Our 
restaurant industry is young, only beginning. But we’ll catch up, because 
we have the skill and the talent and the creativity. Russian cuisine has all 
the elements that French cuisine has. 

 
Constantin’s explanation was explicit in its comparison between Russia and a more 

“advanced,” “modernized” Europe and “West.” France, in particular, was often held up 

as one of the most culinarily sophisticated countries and French chefs as some of the 

most skilled and creative. Certain renowned Spanish, British, Italian, and American chefs 
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were named as role models, too, depending on the cuisine in question. (For example, 

several chefs who worked in steakhouses, “American” restaurants, or restaurants that 

featured a lot of meat dishes often named American chefs such as Danny Meyer and 

Charlie Trotter as role models.) In general, however, a common assumption was that 

Russia was behind much of the West not necessarily in terms of “natural” talent and 

creativity but in acquired culinary skill, knowledge, and experience. 

 Anthropologists working in the Eastern Europe have noted how people in 

postsocialist countries often evaluate their living standards and countries in comparison 

to those of “the West,” which might alternately refer to Europe as a whole, to particular 

European countries, or to the United States. In her work on consumption in postsocialist 

Russia, for example, Patico shows how middle-class consumers evaluated both their own 

positions and the position of their country in the global economy through imagined 

hierarchies of lifestyles and privileges (2008). Patico argues that “one of the most 

concrete and direct ways through which Russian citizens experience the new position of 

their country in the global economy is in their roles as consumers” (2008:119). 

Judgments about the qualities of particular consumer goods, such as clothing, home 

appliances, electronics, and furniture were seen to reflect hierarchical differences 

between Russian and the West, with the former often, though not always, lower than the 

latter (Patico 2008). Fehervary, too, notes how middle-class consumers in post-Soviet 

Hungary evaluated their own living standards by comparison to imagine western ones. 

These consumers specifically saw American- and European-style renovations in kitchens 

and bathrooms as a return to “normal,” or “modern” and “civilized” ways of living, after 

years of “not normal” Soviet life (2002:374). This was epitomized by the concept of 



157 

evrostandart (eurostandard), which was often used in reference to European-style home 

renovations, or evroremont (Patico 2008:114).4 In these examples, material culture in 

post-Soviet countries was conceived of in relational ways, with Russian and Hungarian 

technology and commodity culture understood to be less advanced than Western 

Europe’s and America’s (Patico 2008:126). (Interestingly, Patico also finds the opposite 

values were attached to food, where “people were at least as likely to discuss the merits 

of ‘Fatherland’ or ‘our’ production over European, American, or other choices, and food 

companies often marketed their products using Slavic and Russia themes. In the 

restaurant industry this was more complicated—imported goods were often valued more 

highly than domestic ones, albeit with some regret.) 

 Yet, it is not only as consumers that Russian citizens were experiencing and 

evaluating the position of their country in the global economy. It was also as producers—

in this case as cooks, involved in the work and craft of making cuisine—that some 

Russians experienced postsocialist social and economic conditions. On one hand, the 

Russian cooks who competed in international competitions were seen as culinary 

ambassadors or artisans whose food represented the nation’s culinary heritage and 

artistry. As artisans of the nation, they were charged with demonstrating and proving 

their country’s ability to produce cuisine at a “world level.” Yet, the food they produced 

was also understood in terms of its political and economic contexts. Many of the 

members of the MCA, as well as restaurateurs, journalists, and cooks who were not part 

of the Association, admitted, to varying degrees, that Russia’s cooks were overall not as 

                                                 
4Indeed, throughout my time in Moscow advertisements for apartment rentals often described the 
apartments as having evroremont, which sometimes had less to do with the quality of the furnishings than 
with their style. Many evroremont apartments that I saw had replaced Russian furniture with Ikea furniture, 
wall rugs with more stylish kinds of wall paper, and old plumbing, bathroom fixtures, and kitchen 
appliances with more modern ones. 
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skilled, knowledgeable, and experienced as their counterparts in western Europe, the 

United States, and even Asia. For many of these professionals, these differences were 

historic and structural; that is, they were explained as differences in the development of 

the country’s economic system, infrastructure, and restaurant and food industry, rather 

than in culture. As I discuss below, these evaluations were neither universal nor simple 

hierarchies that differentiated and placed the West above the East. Rather, they were 

interwoven with other standards, concerns, and evaluations of Russia’s contemporary 

political, economic, and social situation.  

Cooks and professional cooking, in this context, had multiple and sometimes 

conflicting meanings. Cooks were seen and saw themselves both in terms of a specific 

national identity and in terms of belonging to an imagined global culinary community. 

Aiding the imagining of a global culinary community were associations such as the 

World Association of Chefs’ Societies (WACS), “a non-political, professional 

organization, dedicated to maintaining and improving the culinary standards of global 

cuisines . . . through education, training and professional development of our 

international membership” (WACS 2010:2). WACS saw itself as a representative of “the 

general interests of the profession,” enhancing its prestige and “promoting cookery with 

the member societies and parties through the use and propagation of the knowledge 

acquired through modern nutritional science and new technologies” (WACS 2010:2). The 

similarity between the WACS’ mission statement and the MCA’s was no accident. 

Joining the WACS in 1993 greatly influenced the MCA and its activities. Tatiana 

Alekseevna explained that the WACS helped the RCA and the MCA develop their 

overall mission and goals, including their focus on enhancing the prestige and developing 
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the skills of Russia’s cooks and culinary profession and working closely with young 

students and workers just entering the profession. “After we attended the World Culinary 

Congress [a biennial international meeting of culinary professionals organized by the 

WACS] for the first time, we saw the kind of serious attention given to the youth entering 

the field and so in 1996 we decided to organize the Championship.”  

Professional cooking was thus seen both as a vehicle for representing and 

promoting national culture and identity and as an extension and symbol of political-

economy. Here, the commercial and cultural were connected not through consumption 

but via production. Cooking became a vehicle for cultural politics; cooks were agents in 

such cultural strategies. In producing cuisine, they were reproducing national identity and 

deploying edible claims about Russia’s position in the global culinary community and on 

the world stage. Moreover, these strategies were not just in representing Russian culture 

and economic progress. For the cooks who attended international competitions and 

salons, these events served as sites of cultural and professional exchange. These events 

offered cooks opportunities to meet their foreign colleagues, establish and expand 

professional networks, and expose themselves to and learn new cuisines, techniques, 

aesthetics, and products. At the same time, these events also served as sites for the 

acquisition of cultural and symbolic capital. Through exchange of knowledge, the 

accumulation of new culinary techniques, vocabularies, and aesthetics, and by the very 

fact of having competed, cooks gained status and developed their claims to culinary 

expertise. So while as competitors they represented and were distinguished by their 

country and culture, as professionals they were united as colleagues in a global culinary 

profession with transnational culinary standards. 
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Underlying this idea of competing at a “world level” were tacit assumptions and 

acceptance of particular sets of standards, practices, values, and aesthetics. These were, in 

many ways, standards and practices drawn from an increasingly transnational culinary 

culture whose most recognizable and common form was that of the restaurant. Although 

restaurant and their cooking styles may vary widely, to a large extent these variations 

might be seen more in terms of content than of form.  

This distinction is particularly well-developed by Richard Wilk (1995), who sees 

such forms as vehicles through which local cultural differences play out within global 

fields of production. In his work, Wilk studies beauty contests in Belize, which he sees as 

a global form that “formalizes a particular set of distinctions and places them in the 

foreground, while moving others into the background” (1995:120). In other words, 

beauty contests serve as “structures of common difference,” outlines of practices that can 

be adopted and adapted to local contexts, infused with local meanings, and re-presented 

as symbols of local culture. The competitions in which Russian cooks participated were 

much the same as the beauty contests about which Wilk writes. They were “competitive 

aesthetic performances” which privileged particular sets of standards, practices, and 

aesthetics while muting others. Cooks and cuisine came to represent national culture and 

identity, but within particular forms—the forms of cuisine as served in restaurants and 

produced by professional cooks. Moreover, these forms embodied not only the practical 

knowledge and techniques of cooking, but the sensual memories and dimensions of taste 

and smell that captured the “proper” flavors of Russia’s specific culinary heritage and 

culture. To a large extent, the culture and practices of professional restaurant kitchens, 
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then, became the organizing logic for such culinary competitions and the expressions of 

culture they privileged, which I explore in more detail below. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter examined cooking, cuisine, and restaurants in terms of the various and 

competing discourses that surrounded and shaped them. These debates about the roles 

and meanings of restaurants in Moscow and Russia as symbols of social, cultural, and 

economic development and sophistication highlight the ways that these places were 

contested sites of social, cultural, and economic transformation. Restaurateurs, chefs, 

culinary associations, and other culinary professionals mediated and produced new 

regimes of value and logics of cultural production as they worked to define and contest 

the significance of their work and products. In these debates and discussions, ideals of  

creativity, innovation, and artistry gained new prominence as the values of cooking and 

creating restaurants. They also highlight the various positions and stakes of these values, 

and how they differ among and between particular actors and groups. Yet, while these 

values represented shifts in the meanings and practices of cooking and cuisine, they 

intertwined with specific cultural and historical meanings and values. Cuisine and 

restaurants were narrated into larger discourses of Russian national identity, the 

development of a market economy, and Russia’s position in a global economy. These 

examples illustrate the specific ways that culinary professionals drew foreign culinary 

cultures into specific local social and cultural contexts. Moreover, they demonstrate how 

this process of annexing and domesticating global culinary culture, forms, and practices 

created and negotiated the boundaries and forms of community in Russia, establishing the 
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MCA and Moscow’s restaurateurs as “centers” of the country’s restaurant industry and 

culinary culture. At the same time, they highlight the agency of these actors in remixing 

and redeploying representations of culture, nation, and place through the mediums of 

cuisine, cooking, and restaurants. Such representations, the practices through which they 

are produced, and their material manifestations thus become forms of action that play 

themselves out across multiple, overlapping, and sometimes conflicting spheres and 

scales. In the next section, I elaborate on the ways that discourse and practice become 

fused in the production of cuisine and restaurants. I turn my attention to the specific ways 

that restaurant design, cooking, and the aesthetics cuisine become vehicles for the 

extension of agency and struggles over social reality.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CULINARY STRATEGIES 

 
 

 
FIGURE 12: A Soviet-era mural announcing My stroim kommunizm (We’re 
Building Communism). 

 
 

 
In March 2007, Russia’s Domashny TV (Home TV) station began airing a brand 

new documentary series called “Foreign Fancies.” The 16-episode program took place 

entirely in the United States and was set in Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, and northern 

California. In Atlanta, viewers were taken to a chicken farm and hatchery; the Viking 

Culinary School; and Mary Mac’s Tea Room, a historic southern-cuisine restaurant, 

where they were shown “how yummy American chicken products are and how popular 

they are with Americans” (Schultz 2007: 2). In Kentucky and Tennessee, the show toured 
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quintessential southern destinations such as the Churchill Downs racetrack; the Wild 

Turkey, Jim Beam, Maker’s Mark, and Jack Daniel’s distilleries; the Kentucky Fried 

Chicken museum; the Grand Ole Opry; the renowned John Folse Culinary Institute; and 

New Orleans’ French Quarter, Aunt Sally’s Praline Shop, and the Court of Two Sisters 

restaurant. The program completed its whirlwind tour of the US in several northern 

California wineries and vineyards. Filmed in January and February 2007, the series was 

produced by the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Moscow Agriculture 

Trade Office (ATO) in collaboration with Domashny Television Network and American 

trade associations such as the US Poultry and Egg Export Council, the Distilled Spirits 

Council, and the Southern United States Trade Association. Aside from the producers’ 

desire to show that “food is an essential part of our [American] everyday life,” the 

express purpose of the program was to promote American cuisine and agricultural 

products in Russia (Schultz 2007:2). The series, which had some of the highest ratings of 

the season on the Domashny Network, was meant to be entertaining, engaging, and 

informative. Most of all, however, it was hoped that the show would be stimulating—that 

it would help whet Russian appetites for American agricultural products. 

 In the previous chapter I examined some of the ways that Moscow’s culinarians 

and restaurateurs made sense of cuisine, the restaurant business, and the work of 

professional cooking. I argued that these narratives and categories were constitutive parts 

of the processes through which global culinary vocabularies and values and the economic 

form of the restaurant business were localized. I also argued that it was through these 

discourses that various actors and groups made claims about and negotiated the stakes in 

the connections between cuisine, cooking, and national identity, community, and culture. 
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Discourse, however, is only part of these processes. The meaning and power of food to 

express and produce culture and identity lies deeper than language. In this chapter I argue 

that it is at a “gut” level that these discourses do their work. It is through the visual, 

material, and performative dimensions of cooking and cuisine that culinary discourses are 

tasted, digested, and regurgitated. In some cases, as in the Foreign Fancies program, 

social actors and groups deploy images of food as vehicles for stimulating desire and 

transforming taste. In other cases, it is through the multi-sensory experience of eating that 

social actors and groups attempt to extend their agency and shape consumer experiences 

and expectations. 

 
 

“We’re Building a Culture of Consumption” 

In November 2006, executives from the leading international food and beverage 

companies met with their Eastern European counterparts at the Marriot Grand Hotel in 

Moscow for the Fifth International Russian Food and Beverage Forum. The names on the 

conference schedule read like the shelves of a well-stocked supermarket. Nestle Foods, 

Danon, McDonald’s, Kraft, Philip Morris, and Coca-Cola shared the podium with 

emerging Russian and Eastern European brands and companies such as Russki Standart 

(Russian Standard) vodka; the snack company Siberski Bereg (Siberian Coast); Wim-

Bill-Dann, Russia’s largest producer of dairy products; and the Novikov Restaurant 

Group, Moscow’s reigning restaurant empire. Over the course of four days crammed with 

panel discussions and PowerPoint presentations, this pantheon of established and aspiring 

moguls discussed everything from Russia’s bid to join the World Trade Organization and 

the modernization of the country’s supply chains and agricultural sector to strategies for 
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increasing market share in the burgeoning snack foods, frozen foods, soda, candy, and 

alcohol and tobacco sectors. 

 

 
FIGURE 13: Food shows, chefs, and cooking demonstrations introduce 
both professionals and consumers to new technologies, products, and 
culinary practices. 

 
 

It was this last topic—strategies for increasing market share—that struck me most 

as I sat through the graphs, charts, and marketing plans. One of the most prominent 

themes among the discussions of successful and failed marketing campaigns was the 

challenge and importance of creating emotional connections between consumers and 

products. Panels on “Fulfilling Consumer Wishes Better and Faster” and “Changing 

Consumer Categories” were liberally spiced with talk of “consumer education,” “brand 

loyalty,” “emotional attachment,” and “changing consumer perceptions in order to 

expand demand beyond traditional and familiar products.” Familiar as these tropes may 

be in the language and practice of Western marketing, in postsocialist Russia they were 
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relatively new. Unlike the capitalist West, consumer desire was of less immediate interest 

to socialist producers. There was little need or drive to develop, stimulate, and cultivate 

new and every-changing consumer demand. After all, if there was one thing for which the 

socialist economy was infamous, it was the near-constant scarcity of basic consumer 

goods.  

 In addition to the work of developing an infrastructure that could handle Russia’s 

entry into the global market and the new flows of commodities, technology, and 

information it entailed, the process of reforming the economy and developing a consumer 

market entailed a range of subject-making projects aimed at developing and shaping the 

country’s nascent consumer culture. For example, these transformations included 

rationalization of labor management and the inculcation of standards and performance 

measures (Dunn 2004), the spread of narratives of neoliberal norms and lifestyles in 

business magazines (Yurchak 2003), and the rise of a range of public discourses in the 

form of books, magazines, and radio and TV programs dealing with new notions of 

personal “fulfillment” and psychological “growth” (Matza 2009). In Russia’s emergent 

culture of capitalism, the implementation of new norms and standards for production and 

the stimulation and cultivation of desire were becoming significant technologies for the 

crafting of new, post-Soviet subjects and selves. 

Stimulating and cultivating desire were particularly important parts of the work of 

restaurateurs and chefs, particularly because, as with some of the marketers at the Food 

and Beverage Forum, the products and experiences they were selling were neither 

“traditional” nor “familiar” to many consumers. At the forum, these products included 

such things as yogurt and novel dairy-based desserts, which, as Dannon and Molochny 



168 

Mir  (Dairy World) marketing executives explained, could best be sold by linking them to 

more familiar foods and categories such as tvorog (similar to cottage cheese) and kefir (a 

fermented milk drink). With these products, the presumed key to shaping and developing  

 

consumer taste and demand for new products was to discursively link them to familiar 

and favored ones. But not all producers were marketing foods and products that could so 

readily be drawn into pre-existing culinary categories. Many restaurateurs and chefs 

faced the dilemma of finding ways to sell foods, dishes, and cuisines that either had little 

analogue in existing food culture or carried negative associations. Prosciutto, truffles, and 

various vegetables and greens such as artichokes and arugula were among the novel 

foods on offer at many restaurants. The ways that chefs, restaurateurs, and the media 

talked about and represented these new foods and practices of eating helped guests digest 

the qualities and meanings of new foods and cuisines. But on another level, these 

transformations had their power in the act and experience of eating, where the embodied 

experience of taste “communicated” in ways words could not. It was at a gut level that 

categories and meanings were negotiated, contested, and transformed. 

 One of the most striking examples of this process was meat, and in particular, 

steak. In 2006, one of the newest trends in Moscow’s restaurant scene was the 

steakhouse. Four years earlier the opening and subsequent success of RPCom’s chain of 

Goodman steakhouses helped spark a trend of steakhouses across the city. Modeled on 

the American steakhouse concept, the Goodman concept featured some of the highest 

quality meat available in the city, all of it imported mainly from Australia and the US and 

occasionally from New Zealand and Argentina, although these were subject to change 
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depending on which direction the current wind of trade agreements and import 

restrictions was blowing. Goodman was not the first restaurant in Moscow to serve steaks 

and burgers. Sprinkled throughout the city’s restaurant scene were a small handful of  

FIGURE 14: Samples of new foods are served with information about the 
“proper” tastes and ways of eating them. 
 
 

American, Spanish, and Argentinean restaurants serving burgers and steaks. But 

something about Goodman’s particular timing and iteration of the steakhouse concept 

and timing clicked. It had successfully identified and exploited a new niche.  

 As with any business venture, Goodman was a risk. Many people believed that 

Russians would not take to eating “undercooked” meat. As one of the concept chefs 
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behind Goodman explained, “It was a very big gamble. Ten years ago I started to talk 

about steaks in Moscow with a lot of people. And we did Goodman only four-and-a-half 

years ago, because people said nobody will eat meat in Moscow. . . .They said there is no 

word in Russian for steak. . . .I said fuck you, people in Moscow are not different than 

any other people. If the meat is good, they will eat it!” Consensus among the industry was 

that Russians simply lacked a culture of consuming meat regularly, let alone at 

temperatures other than well-done. The blame always fell on the poor quality of meat in 

the Soviet Union. “People in Russia like meat, traditionally,” explained the owner of 

another of Moscow’s steakhouses. “But there’s a little bit of a lack of a culture of 

consumption of meat because what they were eating for a lot of years, it wasn’t 

understandable, where it was coming from, the safety of the product, could you eat in this 

state, or that state. . . .There wasn’t good tasting meat. At most, you could enjoy pork, but 

beef you couldn’t eat at all, and lamb had this smell, this particular smell.” Alexei Markin 

saw the situation in much the same way. “People are afraid of eating raw meat. That’s 

one, beef, because it was always poor quality in Russia. There was quality beef, but 

different people ate it, people at higher social levels. So that’s why people are afraid. 

They believe that you can get some kind of infection, although if the meat is quality, 

there won’t be anything frightening and it will be normal.” These restaurateurs and chefs 

were extremely proud of the quality of products they were providing and were eager to 

communicate that excitement and quality to consumers. One chef summed up the general 

opposition to well-done quite succinctly. “We’re importing super meat, and you're 

making complete shit out of it! How is it possible to take a super product and turn it into 

the state of a bad product? Leave it alone! The raw product is very good, and I don't want 



171 

to cook it well-done because it would lose all of its quality!” The problem that 

restaurateurs and chefs faced, then, was how to get Russian consumers to seek out and 

pay for relatively more expensive cuts of meat that would, ideally, be served at “proper” 

temperatures. The process involved much more than just marketing discourse.  

In 2007, Alexei and Constantin, who had helped create and launch the first 

Goodman, opened their own restaurant—Toreador Grill and Wine Bar. Alexei, the 

director of the restaurant, and Constantin, the head chef, had worked together for years in 

the wholesale business importing and supplying restaurants with foods and ingredients. 

As suppliers, however, they were often frustrated by “the ways that our clients treated the 

products that we sold them,” as Alexei explained to me. “They didn’t understand 

anything about them, didn’t how to work with them, how to process them. . . . To work 

with them was very difficult, because you know more about the products than they do.” 

Dissatisfied with this general lack of knowledge and appreciation for “quality products,” 

they decided that this general ignorance “could only be broken by putting ourselves in 

their place. And so the opportunity presented itself and we became restaurateurs.” Their 

first project was working with RPCom in conceiving and opening the Goodman concept. 

Shortly afterwards they parted ways to begin work on Toreador Grill, a project they had 

been toying with and thinking about for years.  

Located in a new shopping mall in one of Moscow’s residential neighborhoods, 

Toreador Grill’s target market was slightly different from Goodman’s. Opening in a 

residential neighborhood was a deliberate decision by the restaurant’s owners, Alexei and 

Constantin. Opening in a residential neighborhood rather than in the dramatically more 

expensive and competitive city center afforded them a chance to experiment, tweak, and 
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perfect their concept before opening further ones. It promised to generate brand 

recognition for them, which would be important for the move to the center, where 

Goodman was major competition. But more than that, the decision to open in a residential 

neighborhood was a smart demographic bet premised on the idea that it was an emerging 

middle-class driving the spread of and eager for mid-range, so-called demokratichny 

(democratic) restaurants. It was this market, rather than the new rich and elite on which 

Toreador Grill had set its sights.  

The market, however, still needed a little bit of “educating.” Goodman, which had 

opened and sparked the steakhouse trend a couple years before, had made great strides in 

introducing a new “meat culture” to the city’s consumers. One of Goodman’s innovations 

in this direction was its menu. Every Goodman menu featured an assortment of steaks, 

from rib eye and filet mignon to New York and filet chateau. Each cut was listed with its 

country of origin (“rib-eye steak, Australia; New York steak, USA”), a brief description 

of the characteristics (“specially marbled steak from the rib area, particularly succulent 

and flavorful”), and a recommended cooking temperature—most often medium rare. At 

the top of the page was special text box explaining the difference between cooking 

temperatures. All the names of the cooking temperatures were written in English with 

Russian explanations, except for “well done,” which offered the simple suggestion that 

“Goodman emphatically recommends against it.” Alexei, who was one of the people 

behind the Goodman concept, explained this development. 

The trend of meat consumption is something that’s experienced, but you 
also have to create it, that is, not that you have to create it, but you have to 
create a culture of that trend Today we’re breaking stereotypes and we’re 
changing of all this meat culture, because people, I’ll tell, it’s very 
noticeable with, for example, representatives of nationalities like 
Armenians, or Azerbaijanis, right? They, coming to Goodman several 
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years ago, when we were just starting, they under no circumstances 
wanted to eat meat with blood. Not under any. Today, when I saw, when 
the ambassador of Armenia brought his friends to Goodman, he said, ‘ok, 
I’m going to tell you how you have to order everything.’ He said, ‘well-
done we no longer eat. We eat it like this, this, and this.’ And he explained 
to them how great it was going to be, how good it was going to taste. 
 

The Armenian ambassador urged his friends to experiment and try steak in a way they 

were unaccustomed to eating it, sharing his knowledge and ability to discern quality and 

the proper way of eating. Yet for Alexei and Constantin it was not the ambassador but the 

restaurant that was the agent of enlightenment. In their view it was the role of 

restaurateurs and chefs to educate their customers and help “build a culture of 

consumption.” Alexei continued. 

People learn very quickly. What I like is that guests learn much quicker 
than restaurateurs. . . . With restaurateurs the problem is this: they don’t 
want to teach their client. They just want to open the gates, the doors, and 
for everyone to immediately orient themselves to the space. This is, the 
client to whom you’re selling this meat, you have to guide him, he needs 
to be oriented, right? ‘What do you like? Something fattier, something 
leaner?’ Lean—filet mignon. Fatty—rib-eye. . . . And you have to orient 
the client. He, he comes to you and his head spins, because he’s brought a 
platter full of steaks and other things and he says, oh this is good, and this 
is good. We have to find for him what is going to be ideal for him, right, 
then he’ll get pleasure. Then it will be not a task to eat, but it will be about 
‘getting a new experience,’ right? That is what is really my and 
Constantin’s task right now, so that every one of our gets a unique 
experience as soon as they enter. 

 
As Alexei and Constantin explained it, “educating” guests was a subtle and 

delicate process that involved and relied on the visual, performative, and sensory 

dimensions of restaurants. Constantin emphasized that the teaching had to be subtle, not 

didactic. “You can’t do it just like that, they come and you start teaching. No. Our main 

task was to make the restaurant so it would be komfortno [comfortable], so that it was, so 

that I would comfortable, comfortable tables, comfortable furniture. When a person is 
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comfortable, he is ready to further continue his education, yes? That is, a setting is 

created within which he’s geared up for more conversation.”  

Thus, when it came to designing the restaurant, Anton and Constantin put much 

thought into how the aesthetic and spatial dimensions of the restaurant would contribute 

to guiding their guests’ dining experience. Toreador Grill advertised itself as an 

Argentinean steakhouse. Decorated simply in dark wood tones and colors, the restaurant 

claimed as its distinguishing feature a massive stainless steal grill designed in and 

imported piece by piece from Argentina. The grill was the symbolic center of the 

restaurant, the pride of the owners, who boasted that it was the first and only one of its 

kind in Moscow. “When we were coming up with this restaurant,” explained Constantin, 

“we started with, when we first saw the grill, we pretty much imagined we would have a 

restaurant centered around the grill.” In an attempt to further spotlight the grill, the 

owners had made the design decision of building a bar with seating directly in front of the 

grill, where customers could sit and watch the spectacle of the grill cook preparing their 

steaks. Along with the Argentinean grill, Alexei and Constantin had purchased an 80-

year-old Berkel slicer. The polished, shiny, fire-engine red hand-operated slicer—a 

relatively inefficient piece of machinery for a restaurant—was clearly intended as a 

showpiece. Prominently displayed behind the bar, its sole purpose was to slice wafer-thin 

slivers from the legs of prosciutto and jamon that hung from the ceiling above the bar.  

Alexei and Constantin explained that there were several reasons for so 

prominently showcasing cooking equipment. Certainly, the grill was an impressive piece 

of equipment, a prop in a multi-sensory culinary performance. Seats at the bar in front of 

the grill allowed guests to watch their meat being cooked, listen to the sizzle of fire and 
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of flame searing flesh, watch and smell the smoke and aroma wafting up from the iron 

grating. “Why would you not come and go sit there at the bar and watch how it’s all 

cooked?” asked Alexei. The performative element of the grill was meant to pique 

curiosity, whet appetites, excite guests, and stimulate desire. But for Alexei and 

Constantin the grill served another, perhaps more important purpose. It also served to 

inspire trust. “We probably instill trust with our open grill, because if we’re not ashamed 

of our ingredients, if we show everything, then correspondingly, this is how everything 

works, then people walk up, they look at it and say, yes, you can probably eat here, 

because everything here is open, visible, they’re not getting some kind of horrible 

products out of the kitchen and cooking something for us out of them.” The grill offered 

transparency in a culture where there was little overall sense of trust and honesty in 

business.  

There’s McDonald’s, with it’s burgers, and there’s us, with out burgers. 
And I know how it’s made. I know kind of meat it’s made with. I can 
show all of it, tell all about it, and that’s, it’s called transparent, right? 
We’re open, we’re trying to show everything we’re doing here. If I were 
to find I make more burgers than prosciutto, I’ll move the slicer and stand 
there grinding the beef, because it gives people confidence about what 
they’re eating. 
 

Moreover, the simple fact that so much space and attention had been devoted to 

the bar was itself significant. Alexei and Constantin had deliberately devoted an unusual 

amount of space to their bar, which ran almost all the way across the restaurant. At the 

end opposite the grill the bar curved into a semicircular shape. Unlike restaurants in the 

West, bar seating was not a common practice or design element. In general, Moscow had 

relatively few bars—establishments that focused primarily or solely on serving cocktails. 

Most bars were simply part of a restaurant or a club, and almost none had seats. Sitting at 
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a bar while drinking, let alone eating, was not a part of Moscow’s restaurant culture. 

Constantin noted that “it’s a kind of culture that we don’t have today. People don’t sit at 

bars. There aren’t people in bars. They all want to sit on a couch, to stuff themselves and 

then say, why did stuff myself at night.” Yet these two restaurateurs had decided that they 

were going to attempt to “create a culture” of eating at the bar. “We’re telling them, you 

don’t have to stuff yourself. Just sit, eat, talk.” 

Part of their plan for the restaurant, then, involved creating a bar culture and an 

atmosphere that encouraged certain kinds of behavior and socializing. Designing the 

space was one of the tactics they used. However, design and décor only set the stage for 

certain kinds of performances. It was another issue all together how to encourage and 

guide those performances. It was important not only to create a physical space that 

enabled sociality and “civilized” forms of behavior, but also to encourage such behavior 

through atmosphere and interactions with guests. One strategy involved training servers 

and bartenders to do more than just take orders and deliver food. Rather, they saw them 

as hosts. Constantin explained that once a comforting and relaxing atmosphere was 

created, “then the work of the servers and the managers who work there begins, who 

begin to talk with them, not so much as guests but more as friends, as much as possible.” 

Knowledgeable, friendly, and sociable employees were seen as the agents of the 

restaurant. It was through their interactions with the restaurant’s customers that the 

“proper” or preferred manners of eating and behaving would be communicated to guests. 

Servers were expected be knowledgeable and articulate about the food. They were 

expected to guide guests in their choices. Markin, too, explained how he trains his servers 

to serve steaks. 
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I tell my servers, I teach them, if a person orders a steak medium rare, if a 
person orders it medium rare, right, check the order in the kitchen to make 
sure it’s medium rare. But when you bring it to the guest’s table, don’t 
walk away from him. Let him cut it. And how do you cut? You have to cut 
a steak properly, too. You bring a person a steak on a plate, yes, the 
garnish is separate, yes? There’s a glass of wine on the table. I say, don’t 
walk away yet. Wait until he cuts the steak. . . . And I tell them a steak 
should always be cut right in half. The steak has to be cut like this, right in 
half. Because what does a person do? He cuts the steak on the very edge, 
and of course there the steak is closer to well don already. And only then 
in the middle you’ll see that it’s medium rare, yes? But it won’t be here, 
on this part of the meat. So learn the right way, so when a guests cuts it, 
get him to cut it like this, and he’ll say ok, I’ll eat it like this. 
 

Of course, food, too, played an important part in these tactics. Occasionally 

Alexei or Constantin would offer guests complimentary appetizers or drinks, something 

that was largely unheard of in Moscow’s restaurants. This was both a way of expressing 

hospitality and an attempt to introduce diners to new foods and the proper ways of eating 

them. Another strategy was to offer combination platters, larger dishes that had a 

selection of food intended for sharing. “When there’s this kind of food sharing, when 

there’s a lot of different food, you sit at the table and you eat and discuss how good it 

tastes. That is, this is also a kind of, this kind of social event, to go and to eat. It’s the 

same thing as a poyezdka na shashliki [barbequing in the country], only in a civilized 

setting.” For them, food was a medium for engendering sociality. As hosts, it was their 

job to use the tools at hand to subtly encourage particular forms of sociality and by doing 

so help create new meanings and practices of eating. 

One of these forms was the “happy hour.” Anton and Constantin had both 

traveled to the United States on many occasions. Like many other restaurateurs, they 

were familiar with many American restaurants and chefs, as well as with many aspects of 

American restaurant culture. Anton explained: 
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The rhythm of life in our cities, in Moscow, can probably be compared to 
the rhythm of life in New York, yes? Because everyone is rushing. Friday 
is a big celebration. Everyone needs to go somewhere to napitsa [get 
drunk], relax, and so on. That is, this bar culture, say, happy hours after 
work, is just now starting to be created, because in America it seems to 
me, it’s very much built, first of all, there’s a history of community, and 
there, it’s when colleagues, there are days when, there are bars in New 
York in which, say, there are realtor days, when all the real estate agents 
gather there, or when all the stock brokers gather, or some other gather. 
 

For them, happy hours in the U.S. were about community and sociality, and it was those 

kinds of community and sociality that they hoped to create in Moscow.  

We’re creating a new trend, when we write wine bar, we want people to 
come after work not for two-and-a-half hours, to eat, to fill up, to leave 
with a full stomach, but just to come, drink two glasses of wine, just to 
talk, to eat a little bit of prosciutto, and that’s all, then home. . . . For now 
Russia doesn’t have that. . . . But people need to have something to talk 
about. They have the same profession, the same interests. They have the 
same, a common social status. These things, for now, no one is making 
them. I think we’re going to be the first . . . when we want to gather an 
audience of people for whom it’s going to be interesting together. Not to 
napitsa, but just to chat there with a glass of wine and so on and so on. To 
be more about conversation. 

 

My argument here, then, is not that consumption was determined through the 

aesthetics, design, and serving practices of the restaurant. Certainly Alexei and 

Constantin had little control over what their guests did in their restaurant. While they 

could, for example, discourage and preclude certain type of behavior such as rowdy 

drunkenness through more coercive means such as the use of security guards, they were 

not defining the meanings of eating and socializing. Rather, these elements encouraged 

and enabled certain practices and meanings of sociability and pleasure that were not 

previously available or permissible. The opening of public space to new practices and 

meanings allowed “people to realize new identities or at least experiment with new 
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lifestyles” (Argenbright 1996:16). As these examples demonstrate, although restaurateurs 

and entrepreneurs did not directly determine how people experienced these new places, 

they certainly helped shape and inform the kinds of meanings and practices that took 

place and emerged from them. Through design, décor, food, and performance, restaurants 

packaged the kinds of values and selves made possible by the emergence and 

development of a consumer culture, making possible and encouraging new ways of 

seeing and being. If restaurateurs and chefs were perhaps a bit overconfident in their 

claims of “building a culture of consumption,” at the very least they provided the stages, 

props, and narratives with which this culture was written.  

 

An American Chef Couldn’t Make Borsch 

 Turandot is one of the most well-known, expensive, and elaborate restaurants in 

Moscow. At $50 million, the money invested in it certainly put it in a small, elite class. 

Conceived of and opened by Andrei Dellos, one of Moscow’s most famous restaurants, 

Turandot took six and a half years to complete. Designed to resemble a Baroque palace, 

the restaurant has two floors and roof top patio, a marble Venetian courtyard with statues 

of Greek gods and live mandarin tress, and a 1.5-ton crystal chandelier that hangs from a 

sky-blue dome crowning a rotating stage on which play a string quartet dressed in 

costumes and powdered wigs. Every half hour a golden peacock, a reproduction of the 

18th-century one in the Hermitage Museum, spread its wings to mark the time. Guests sit 

on damask-covered chairs, order from gold-embossed leather menus, are served by 

waiters in detailed period costume, and eat from custom-made English porcelain plates. 

Surrounding them is an elaborately and ornately decorated restaurant that combines 
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original and “authentic recreations” of antiques—18th-century French tapestries and a 

Chinese grandfather clock (originals) share space with custom-made reproductions of 

historic tapestries and 17th- and 18th-century Japanese porcelain vases and plates and 

gilded mouldings, reliefs and columns. Much of the restaurant was built by teams of 

master craftsmen and art students under the direct guidance of Dellos, who is himself a 

restorer by training. Opened in 2006, Turandot was the latest in Dellos’ restaurant 

empire, which numbered over 20 restaurants, including the bucolic village-themed 

cafeteria-style Mu-Mu chain; Café Pushkin, a recreation of a 19th-century aristocratic 

mansion, which had become a Moscow landmark and essential destination spot for expat 

businessmen, tourists, and foreign dignitaries and politicians; and Shinok, a Ukrainian 

restaurant that featured a farmhouse with live chickens, sheep, rabbits, and a horse. It was 

no wonder the New York Times referred to him as a “neo-classical Walt Disney.” 

As for himself, Dellos preferred to be called an avtor (author, creator). At the 

book release party for How to Be a Successful Restaurateur, Dellos described everything 

about the restaurant business as avtorstvo (artistic creation). “A restaurateur is a director. 

His restaurants are avtorstvo; food is avtorstrvo; atmosphere is avtorstvo. All of it, all of 

it, is avtorstvo.” Dellos, along with Arkady Novikov and a select few other restaurateurs 

had become a symbol not only of Moscow’s restaurant scene, but of the city’s glamour, 

wealth, and decadence. Both Dellos and Novikov were examples of the ways that 

restaurateurs had instilled themselves in the world of Russia’s new elite classes. Their 

clientele tended to be extremely wealthy and included both Russia’s new rich and foreign 

business people. Both mainstream and industry magazines and newspapers regularly 

featured interviews with and profiles of these restaurateurs, helping to legitimize their 
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status and their legitimacy to produce the places and commodities that distinguished 

Russia’s elites. Dellos was widely known as a restaurateur who was closely involved in 

almost every aspect of his restaurants. Certainly, this was true of the food.  

 Many of the chefs who worked for Dellos were foreigners with years of 

experience. Emmanuel Ryon, the confectioner for Café Pushkin, was a French pastry 

chef who had won a number of nation and international championships, including the 

World Confectionery Championship and “The Best Professional in France” 

championship. Le Duc’s head chef, Michel Del Burgo, was a well-known French chef 

who had worked in a three Michelin-starred Parisian restaurant. In Turandot, there were 

three head chefs, each of whom headed one of the three kitchens that prepared the three 

cuisines served at the restaurant—Italian, Chinese, and Japanese. Antonio Degiovanni, an 

Italian-born Michelin-star chef who was also the brand chef of the Mu-Mu chain, was in 

charge of Turandot’s Italian kitchen. Allan Wong, a young chef from Taiwan, was 

working in Sweden before moving to Moscow to head Turandot’s Japanese kitchen. Ken 

Chang was a Chinese chef who had worked in London prior to being recruited to head 

Turandot’s Chinese kitchen.  

Every month or so these chefs presented Dellos with about ten new dishes they 

had created. Dellos had final approval for all the dishes on his menus, and he worked 

closely with his chefs in crafting and fine-tuning their recipes. The process through which 

Dellos and his chefs crafted these restaurants’ menus mirrored the ways that other 

Moscow restaurateurs worked with their foreign chefs. The chefs would prepare their 

dishes for Dellos, who would then tell them to add or subtract ingredients, change or 

enhance certain flavors, or redesign the presentation. Sometimes a single recipe might go 
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through two or three iterations before Dellos approved it for the menu. In one extreme 

case, Dellos had a dish remade 40 times.  

The intimate control Dellos exercised over the food in his restaurants reflects the 

ways that some Russian restaurateurs and chefs saw themselves as representatives and 

mediators of Russian tastes. While the restaurateurs trusted their chefs, when it came to 

catering to Russian tastes the restaurant felt they understood their market’s tastes better 

than foreign chefs. Many of the Russian chefs with whom I spoke felt much the same 

way. Some of these chefs had worked as cooks in the Soviet public catering industry and 

had worked their way up to positions at the heads of Moscow’s contemporary restaurants. 

Others had stumbled into the industry after finishing their service in the army and finding 

few other viable or desirable places to work. Either way, they were rarely if ever trained 

in the same contexts in which foreign chefs developed their knowledge and skills. For 

them, cooking foreign cuisines for the Russian market involved translating foreign tastes 

and aesthetics for local palates. Here, again, the notion of “understanding” taste and 

cuisine came into play. Cooking for the Russian tastes required a native understanding 

that was infused with notions of national identity and being, something that comes from 

“your whole life,” as Orlov, the owner of Kashtanovoe Derevo noted. In explaining this 

knowledge of Russian taste, the most common example I was given was borsch, “the 

most complicated of dishes” to make in a restaurant, according to Constantin from 

Toreador Grill.  Sergei Petrovich, head of Moscow State University’s Food 

Manufacturing school, put it this way. 

I will never take to preparing American cuisine, and why? Because I don’t 
know what the dishes are supposed to taste like. I understand the products, 
I understand how to put them together, but how are they supposed to taste? 
Take borsch. . . . You have to have a particular approach to the preparation 
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of the beets, to stew them with tomatoes, then adding garlic, and mixing it, 
and so on. That is, it has it’s own particularities, and if you haven’t tried it 
and you don’t know what it is, then it’s very hard to produce. 

 
Marking, head chef of Stars and Stripes Café, had much the same perspective. 

I’ve had a lot of people come to me and it’s interesting to talk to them, 
people come and say to me, ‘well, in America, they do it differently.’ I say 
of course it’s different. I say, you go order borsch in America, in an 
American restaurant, go order borsch. They’ll give you borsch and you’ll 
say that it’s different in Moscow. Of course. You go order grechnevaya 
kasha with cutlets and they'll give you a different kind. I've had it in 
America, and it's a nightmare. I looked at it but I didn't tell the chef that. I 
understand—he's an American. Even if you were to take a Russian 
immigrant and have him cook, you understand that he grew up in 
American and he's going to cook first and foremost for Americans who 
might be interested in borsch. And here it's the same thing. . . . And the 
menu is designed with that in mind. 

 
This was not simply a knowledge one could gain by simply tasting borsch once or 

twice. “Knowing” was often expressed in terms of an intimacy that was grounded in the 

embodied experience of a culture and its foods. Sergei Petrovich emphasized this close 

connection, suggesting that the relationship was grounded in a combination of 

immersion, products, and methods. “I worked in Spain and was making Russian dishes, 

and the products seemed to be more or less the same, but they just don’t work, they don’t 

do the job for ours [cuisine]. They have their own, their taste, that a Russian would 

immediately recognize as his own [svoi].”  

Thus, by virtue of their intimate, embodied experience with and knowledge of 

Russian culture, food, and products, Russian restaurateurs and chefs claimed legitimacy 

to cook not only for Russian consumers, but for those classes of consumers who had the 

economic and cultural capital to access these restaurants. Constantin was careful to note 

that Toreador Grill’s menu was not about what they liked.  
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The owner of a restaurant and the chef have to orient themselves after all 
not to their own taste, but to the tastes of the guests more, right? That’s 
what we’re talking about, developing a culture of consumption. But 
regardless, you can’t after all push the dishes onto guests. You can’t say 
that ‘you just don’t understand this, this actually tastes very good.’ 
Different cultures, different mentalities, completely. What people in 
Germany eat, people in Russia don’t. What people in Russia eat, they 
don’t eat in Italy. Every cuisine has its own specialties and for someone, 
that tastes good and for someone else it doesn’t. 

 
Alexei detailed some of the ways that he developed his menu specifically for Russian 

tastes. 

The thing is, 90 percent of the menu, 90 percent of my menu is already 
designed for Russian tastes, right? I have those positions on the menu that 
are one-to-one like those in America. What’s in America is just like what 
is here. I have five or seven positions like that. But not all people 
understand that. My Caesar [salad] isn’t like the one in America, right? 
It’s not, because the American Caesar is very specific. I like the one we 
make here better. It’s different, smoother, more aromatic. It doesn’t have 
egg. There’s less garlic, so it irritates the nose less. The croutons are 
smaller, or rather, there are fewer of them. There’s a psychology here. 
Even the plating is different. So I do steak like they do in America, and 
burgers. But the rest of the positions, for example, barbecue, I also do with 
rice, potatoes, green onion, and a mushroom sauce. And there’s, for 
example, sturgeon steak, grilled and marinate in barbecue sauce and 
grilled on both sides with special sauces and served with pepper, rice, 
vegetables, and a sauce that’s also for Russian tastes. And so if you talk, if 
we’re talking about the menu, then it’s probably made of something like 
70 or 80 percent for Russian tastes. 

 
In the next section I discuss another example of how Alexei adapted a familiar American 

dish—barbecued pork ribs—to Russian tastes during a master class he taught at a food 

show. In much the same way as he described his menu above, the addition of familiar 

garnishes such as mushroom sauce helped “localize” and “domesticate” these dishes for 

Russian tastes, couching the foreign within the familiar.  

On occasion, such claims of intimate and expert knowledge were less explicit 

than Alexei’s description. In January, 2007, I spent a day in the kitchen of the Hard Rock 
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Café in Moscow with the restaurant’s director, Gennadi. Gennadi, who also owned two 

restaurants in Los Angeles, had been in the restaurant business for nearly two decades, 

most of which were in the US. Although he had spent much of the past two decades 

living and working in the US, he nonetheless claimed to know the Russian market “better 

than many others who have worked her [Moscow] for twenty years.” On that particular 

afternoon Gennadi was busy preparing for the opening of his new fast-food restaurant in 

the food court of the city’s newest shopping mall, Evropeisky Mall. After weeks of 

talking to his partners and friends, he had decided to name the restaurant Burger City. 

(“My original name was City Burger, but I decided to change it. I decided that City 

Burger was very American. In Russia, you have to call it Burger City.”) Now, with the 

opening days away, Gennadi was in the kitchen preparing recipes for his burgers and 

special sauces. Gennadi was a highly hands-on restaurateur, involved in every aspect of 

his new project. Before beginning with the sauces, he called one of the prep-cooks over 

to show him how he wanted the pickles cut for the burgers. Taking the mandolin, an 

instrument used for quickly slicing vegetables, he explained that he needs the pickles cut 

width-wise, as small circles or else slightly diagonally as ovals. “Like this, or like this, 

and about this thin,” he said, demonstrating by slicing half of a pickle. Leaving the cook 

to pickle slicing, Gennadi proceed to assemble an assortment of industry-sized jugs of 

sauces and dressings, all imported from the US. There was Kraft ranch dressing, Heinz 

ketchup, Hellman’s mayonnaise, Cattlemen’s barbecue sauce, and Philadelphia cream 

cheese, which, along with several other ingredients, he began to mix, pausing to taste 

after adding each ingredient. As he tasted, he called out measurements to me, and I wrote 
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them down. Within an hour he had improvised three of the basic sauces that he would use 

for his special burgers and wraps.  

First it’s about experience, life experience. For example, I try to aim for 
the average taste. Some people like more sauce, some people like things 
more spicy, but you have to go for the average. I know what that average 
is, I know the average taste, first from experience, and then by knowing 
what people like in general. I know for example, some people like 
mushrooms, some people don’t, but out of 100, 75 will like mushrooms, 
and so I put that together. 

 
 As Gennadi spoke, it seemed clear that his process involved a combination of 

drawing on years of experience in both the American and Russian restaurant industries, 

testing out his recipes on friends and strangers, a certain amount of educated guessing, 

and a healthy dose of borrowing ideas from other restaurants. Throughout our 

conversation he referred to American chains such as McDonald’s, In-N-Out burger, and 

The Cheesecake Factory as inspirations from which he pulled his ideas.  

In my restaurant in Los Angeles, I came up with a great idea for wraps. I 
noticed that everyone was selling wraps, so I think, wrap, wrap, everyone 
loves them. Some taste good, some don’t. And I started thinking about 
how to make them better. And I didn’t do anything special, except added 
some grilled vegetables, some Spanish rice, some sauce—I made a nice 
sauce—wrapped it, and then I grilled it, warmed it up with melted cheese, 
and it became very popular. 

 
 As with Gennadi, Dellos and the other chefs and restaurateurs sought legitimacy 

as arbiters of taste by claiming expert knowledge of their publics. In their work and 

descriptions, they presented themselves as catering to the tastes of their audiences, rather 

than imposing taste on them. As they explained it, a large part of their work as not only 

understanding how particular dishes should taste, but which dishes their customers were 

currently demanding. They often spoke of modnie (fashionable) and khitoviye (an 

Anglicization of the word “hit”) dishes, those dishes that were currently popular in 
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Moscow. For example, nearly every restaurant and coffeehouse in Moscow whose menu I 

saw listed caprese salad and, slightly less often, arugula and shrimp salad. These were 

almost staple dishes in the city’s culinary landscape. Constantin explained that “you can’t 

do anything without those ‘hits’, those fashionable dishes. People always eat them and in 

all restaurants they will always take first place in salad sales. So because of that, are we 

doing Caesar? Of course we’re doing the Caesar. Are we doing caprese salad? Yeah, 

we’re doing caprese salad.” Similarly, sushi had become so popular that it was found in 

coffeehouses, Italian restaurants, and German-themed beer restaurants. In 2007 this 

cosmopolitan mix of Italian cuisine, sushi, and Russian food came to be known, 

sometimes with a certain sarcasm, as “Moscow cuisine” (Moskovskaya kukhnia). Sergei, 

the owner of Kashtanovoe Derevo, acknowledged and derided this trend.  

I’ve never, in America, for example, in a French or Italian restaurant, seen 
sushi. I haven’t seen it. But here, in the same place where [the restaurant] 
Soup is now, there used to be a Japanese restaurant. And at one point I 
saw this huge ad there once that said ‘Italian Cuisine Week.’ In a sushi 
restaurant! That’s just ridiculous. In any restaurant, where they have that 
selection of sushi, rolls, you just want to ask them, guys, what are you? If 
this is just modnaya food, then open a restaurant and call it modny 
[fashionable]. Don’t call it Italian. Call it Moscow cuisine, everything 
that’s currently in style. 

 
One of the new developments in Moscow’s restaurant, and indeed retail, 

landscape that aided restaurateurs and chefs in responding to consumer demand was the 

introduction of modern inventory tracking and accounting techniques and technologies. 

Most restaurants were equipped with electronic point-of-sale systems that were able to 

track the sales of particular menu items or the menu overall. Based on these sales, 

restaurateurs and chefs often changed their menus, removing dishes that were not doing 



188 

as well. Such technologies were part of the larger shift in Russia’s economy toward a 

consumer-oriented market. 

For foreign chefs like Turandot’s Antonio, Allan, and Ken this was an unusual 

and sometimes frustrating process. Having worked mostly in more developed restaurant 

industries, whether in Europe, Asia, or the United States, they were accustomed to 

working relatively independently. For the most part they were free to create whatever 

dishes inspired them. However, adding them to the menu was a process filtered through 

and involving the owners, who stood as surrogates for their customers’ tastes. Like Sergei 

Petrovich, Alexei, and Constantin, these foreign chefs distinguished Russian from 

European tastes by referring to specific dishes and ingredients. If borsch and grechnevaya 

kasha were among the quintessential dishes that gave Russian chefs and restaurateurs 

specialized knowledge that foreign chefs lacked, then olive oil, pasta, and rice were those 

that lent foreign chefs their capital. Foreign chefs often joked about these differences, 

which were quite easily reduced to the difference between olive oil and sunflower oil. 

Russians used the latter, while Europeans cooked with the former. “We can speak about 

two products,” explained Antonio. 

Rice and olive oil. First of all, they don’t have olive oil here. They work 
only with sunflower oil. And the taste, when you put some olive oil on a 
dish, the taste is completely different, because sunflower oil has no taste. 
Good Italian oil, extra virgin olive oil, has its own taste. It’s very, I don’t 
know, it’s very acidic, bitter, a little bit. And we like this. But for Russians 
it’s a new taste, and they have to comprehend, to taste it, step by step, little 
by little. And rice. For us, you have to eat rice a little but uncooked, like 
pasta, al dente. And they can’t understand this, because they have rice 
here, but it’s called kasha, and it’s rice that is over-cooked. . . . So the 
quality of rice that we use in Italy and they use here, it’s two different 
worlds. And sometimes our guests complain, they say oh, the rice is not 
cooked, or this dressing is very bitter, very strong, and I try to give, I try to 
explain, to give them a bit of our culture, of our meals. 
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In practice, this involved certain techniques that Antonio and other chefs 

discovered and developed in order to account for the “differences” in taste. Generally, 

these foreign chefs found that Russians wanted “bigger,” “bolder” flavors, larger portion 

sizes, and “fancier” presentations. Antonio explained that 

we try to find a compromise between my taste and his [Dellos’] taste. I 
can say to you that it works, I think it’s the right way. The first time I was 
very critical of this system. I said why I have to change my taste? It’s 
Russian guest who have to understand my taste. But, but, after, I said ok, 
we make experiment like this and we start to work together and I can say 
our dishes are more, more, more Russian than the first time. Because there 
are some things that you can’t give to them, because they can’t understand 
the taste or simplicity of the plate. It’s more different. It’s like an Italian, 
you can put, I don’t know, like filet of fish with some different things of 
garnish and a little bit of olive oil and the people they can understand the 
taste of it. here  you have to give more, more bigger composition. 

 
All three chefs had developed similar techniques for tailoring their cooking to Dellos’ 

tastes. For example, Antonio had abandoned cooking with the vegetable stock he used 

while working in Italy. Instead, he came up with the idea of using lobster stock, because 

it made everything “taste bigger.” Ken explained that the Japanese cuisine he learned 

involved light, subtle sauces involving ingredients such as konbu, katzo (a dried fish), 

and seaweed for stocks. “But here, I made it and they tasted it and said nothing, it was 

nothing special. For me this is Japanese food, but for them, they wanted something 

stronger.” So he came up with the idea of using chicken and ham as bases for his stock. 

Other differences included combining greater varieties of ingredients in a single plate. 

Russians were known by these chefs to prefer “big” portions with many different 

ingredients, as opposed to the “simpler,” “smaller” portions of Italian, French, or 

Japanese cuisine. Not only larger portions, but taller and more colorful presentations had 

become the norm for these chefs, as well. Many of Ken’s presentations had come to 
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involve multiple colors, such as fish eggs died with food coloring, and taller presentation 

styles. 

 The dishes that appeared on Moscow restaurant menus, then, did not simply 

spring directly from the minds of chefs. Rather, they were the tangible, edible 

manifestation of complex negotiations involving various and sometimes competing 

actors, groups, and ideologies. While the work of cooking involves aesthetic concerns, 

these examples demonstrate that the sensory components of food are infused with and 

shaped by social relations and cultural politics. One element of this process involved 

struggles over authenticity. For foreign chefs, the necessity and process of adapting their 

cuisine to Russian tastes was often seen as a challenge and compromise of the 

authenticity of their cuisine, whether it be Italian, Japanese, or Thai, as with the case of 

Hannah and Clive, an American and Australian cooking team who headed a new Thai 

restaurant opened by fashion mogul Denis Simachev. Although they understood that 

ultimately their job involved pleasing their customers, the extent and process of adapting 

to working in Moscow’s restaurants was a unique challenge. As Whyte (1948) notes, 

cooks often have to consider two authorities in their work—managers and customers. Yet 

for the most part many American and European chefs noted that they were not used to the 

degree to which owners were involved in developing recipes and dishes. For restaurateurs 

and Russian chefs, authenticity was mainly a concern when it came to “their own” 

cuisine. Yet, in claiming to have authentic knowledge of Russian cuisine and Russian 

tastes, they were also situating themselves as the legitimate arbiters of taste.  

It was thus in part through these negotiations that Russian culture was marked as 

different from European and American and foreign tastes were transformed for local 
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appetites. Miller’s (1995) distinction between a priori and a posteriori difference is apt 

here, for it highlights the ways that cultural differences emerge out of consumption 

practices. That chefs and restaurateurs saw their work as both catering to their clients’ 

tastes as well as helping influence those tastes demonstrates the way that cultural 

difference emerges out of the ways that consumers and producers interact. It is not 

merely Russian tastes and consumption practices that are part of the process through 

which difference after the fact is produced, but rather tastes and practices with particular 

class inflections.  

Although restaurateurs and chefs in Moscow claimed that they were trying to 

cater to the tastes of their clients, it would be a mistake to see their work as determined 

simply by consumers. It was through negotiations between restaurateurs and chefs who 

claimed intimate and authentic knowledge of their audience that foreign cuisines and 

aesthetics were translated and embedded in local tastes and expectations. These processes 

belie any simple distinction between producer and consumer. Rather than seeing 

inventory and sales tracking technologies as responding to consumer demand, I suggest 

seeing them as part of the techniques through which restaurateurs and chefs actively 

constructed their audiences. While producers drew on their knowledge of and interactions 

with their audiences, ultimately it was through the filter of their own social positions and 

institutional contexts that the products consumed by Moscow diners were produced. 

Furthermore, by virtue of their claims to legitimacy, these chefs and restaurateurs came to 

enjoy membership among those groups who were at the top of Moscow’s and Russia’s 

economic strata. Particularly in the case of Moscow’s most expensive restaurants, the 

clientele became, in a sense, patrons of this class of cultural experts and producers, in 
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turn legitimizing the positions of chefs and restaurateurs in the capital’s culinary 

landscape. 

 

Spectacles of Gastronomy 

 
FIGURE  15: The second annual Food Show, held in Moscow’s historic 
Gostinny Dvor. 

 

Culinary competitions and exhibitions belong to a world of cooking far removed 

(although not completely disconnected) from the home kitchen, where food is, before 

anything else, made to be eaten. Cooking competitions tend toward the culinary ideal, 

privileging the technical standards and formal aesthetics of cuisine and its production 

over the subjective, sensual experience or primal urgency of its consumption. As 

spectacles of gastronomy, culinary competitions push cooking to its performative 

extremes, elaborating the symbolic dimensions of food and amplifying its capacity to 

bear cultural and social meanings. Along with the growth of the restaurant and food retail 

industries came a number of food-industry related events. During the course of my 
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fieldwork the capital hosted an increasing number and variety of international expos, 

trade shows, and competitions, many of them related to food and the food service 

industry. Some, like the massive PIR: Hospitality Industry trade show, were nearly a 

decade old, while others, like the Food Show and the Salon du Chocolat, which featured 

international chocolateiers and a fashion show of wearable chocolate coutier, debuted 

only in the last several years.  Held in newly constructed, or in some cases, renovated, 

exposition halls and complexes built specifically to attract such events (and their revenue) 

to the capital, these spectacles of gastronomy featured displays of kitchen products and 

technologies, foreign foods and ingredients, and cooking demonstrations and 

performances. As the tangible, visible evidence of the kind of machinations imagined in 

conferences like the Russian Food and Beverage Forum, these events were orchestrated 

not only to introduce Russian consumers to new products and practices, but as attempts to 

shape the meanings, values, and lifestyles associated with them.  

The second annual Food Show took place in December, 2006.  Organized by the 

National Trade Association, which was established in 1997, and sponsored by a range of 

local and international food and beverage wholesalers, the show was held in Gostinny 

Dvor, a building which housed merchant shops and warehouses as far back as the 1590s. 

The building had undergone a number of reconstructions, the most recent of which 

installed a glass roof in 1995 and filled its perimeter with shops, restaurants, and cafes.  

The towering, ornate central square in the building now serves as space for 
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FIGURE 16: The Krokus Center was one of the new massive shopping 
malls and exposition centers built in Moscow to attract and accommodate 
an increasing repertoire of international expositions and industry meetings 

 
 
business conventions and fashion and trade shows. Held over a period of three days, the 

Food Show consisted of a maze of stands offering information, samples, and 

demonstrations of cooking and kitchen equipment, food ingredients, and cookbooks.  In 

addition to these stands, the event featured four show-kitchens with continuous cooking 

demonstrations and master classes. These included demonstrations of Italian cuisine, a 

healthy eating master class devoted to quick and easy salads and vegetable dishes, pastry 

and confectionary classes, and demonstrations of how to cook dishes with foods like 

chicken, salmon, sushi, and steak. The classes were lead by chefs from Moscow 

restaurants and cooking schools, who, along with demonstrations of cutting technique 

and food handling, presented recipes and touted the benefits of two of the event’s main 

sponsors, Tefal cookware and Electrolux cooking equipment. Visitors of the food show 

could freely wander the show floor, where vendors presented their various wares, offered 
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demonstrations of juicers, knives, and deep fryers, and, in some cases, offered free 

samples. 

 One of these master classes focused on Tex-Mex cuisine.  It was lead by Alexei 

Markin. This particular class was also organized and sponsored by the U.S. Department 

of Agriculture’s Moscow Agricultural Trade Office (ATO), whose espoused mission is to 

“work closely with importers, wholesalers and retailers to promote the import and sale of 

U.S. food, beverage, and agricultural products throughout Russia.”  While the class itself 

purported to introduce the audience to some of the basics of Tex-Mex cuisine, the 

underlying aim was to familiarize Russian consumers with American products. This was 

not the only time Markin had or would conduct such classes for American agricultural 

producers. In 2007 he flew to Ekaterinburg to teach a master class on cooking with pork 

for local chefs. There, too, he prepared a number of dishes such as pork ribs, pork loin, 

and baked apples stuffed with lentils and caramel pecans. All of these ingredients were 

provided by US producers. 

The ATO official charged with organizing the event had worked closely with the 

chef to craft a show that would stimulate both curiosity and appetites while “breaking the 

stereotype of American food as hamburgers and French fries.” The night before the show, 

the official purchased a compilation of American country music from one of Moscow’s 

numerous vendors of pirated CDs and DVDs. These country hits were to provide the 

soundtrack for the event. The chef, equipped with a wireless, hands-free microphone, 

stood behind the counter of the show kitchen, equipped with an Electrolux cooking range 

and Tupperware containers and bowls. A master of ceremonies helped narrate the 

demonstration, posing questions to the chef questions about ingredients, flavors, and 
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cooking methods, and generally engaging the audience in discussions about the history of 

American cuisine, American food culture, and restaurants.   

 For his demonstration, the chef prepared two dishes. The first was a dish of 

barbequed pork ribs with beans and salsa. The second featured a twist on the same dish 

— pork ribs with eggplant and mashed potatoes, which, as the chef explained, was not 

exactly an “authentic” Tex-Mex dish, but rather a Russian twist on the traditional pairing.  

The point of the second dish was to demonstrate how people could incorporate these 

ingredients into their own home cooking repertoires by adding mashed potatoes, one of 

the staples of the Russian diet.  As the chef demonstrated the “proper” ways of preparing 

the dishes, discussion turned to the qualities of the ingredients, how to choose the best 

kinds of ribs, and how these dishes are usually served in Tex-Mex restaurants in the U.S.  

The chef explained that while it was possible to use any kind of ribs, the ribs he was 

using, which came from American pigs, had specific flavor and texture qualities that 

made them “superior” to the ribs that came from Russian stock. These were meatier, 

softer, and more flavorful, carrying the taste of “authenticity.” To add to the flavor, the 

chef showed the audience how to spice up the barbeque sauce available in stores by 

adding the quintessential taste of the Wild West, a dash of Jack Daniels whiskey. At the 

conclusion of the demonstration, video cameras zoomed in on the finished dishes, which 

were projected on large flatscreen monitors on either side of the kitchen counter.  The 

chef explained that the key to such dishes was not only in the preparation, but also in the 

presentation. The choice of plates (brightly colored primary colors to match the colors of 

Tex-Mex restaurants) and final touches, like sprinkling peppers around the perimeter of 

the dish, were important aesthetic touches to enhance both the look and taste of the food.  
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Finally, the audience, which consisted largely of women, was invited to take a closer look 

at the dish,and, if they were fast and agile enough, get a small taste of the finished 

product.  As they crowded around the ribs, many of the women snapped pictures on 

digital cameras and scribbled notes in small notebooks.  Many asked questions about 

substituting certain ingredients that were more readily available in stores, such as lemons 

for limes, or adding ingredients like dill, a favorite Russian spice.  

The spectacle of food and cooking invoked and mobilized more than mere 

discourses of taste, aesthetics, and national identity and heritage.  The heightened 

performativity of food and cooking as visual objects and practices invoked and mobilized 

visceral, embodied imaginations that, rather than making the audience passive viewers, 

drew them into active engagements with the representations of taste, appetite, and 

aesthetics.  Seeing, in this case, happened less in the eyes than in a kind of gustatory 

imagination that drew on past taste histories, memories, and experiences. The chef’s 

discussion of the flavor and texture qualities of the ingredients linked particular products 

and tastes to what Cook and Crang call “geographic knowledges” through which 

“distance, both cultural and spatial, and closeness are reconstituted to forge products 

valued both for their local availability and immediacy” (1996:135). Discourses of 

authenticity and tradition in Tex-Mex and Mexican cuisine came to infuse the dishes he 

created, privileging the American-sourced products over Russian ones for their authentic 

taste.  The aesthetics of cooking, serving, and even plate ware and music, came to signify 

a particular culinary tradition, marking boundaries and distinctions between and among 

food practices, tastes, and appetites. At the same time, the pairing of pork ribs with 

eggplant and mashed potatoes provided the audience with a way to incorporate the new 
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with the familiar, bringing foreign cuisine and food practice into local traditions and 

tastes.  These became the visceral dimensions of eating that literally make “stomaching” 

certain practices of distinction possible (Bourdieu 1984). 

Another example of culinary spectacles was the MCA’s Youth Championship, 

which I discussed in Chapter 3. Where the Championship’s ceremonies emphasized 

solidarity and community, the competitive events focused on distinction and individual 

expression. As an “exhibition of culinary art,” the Championship combined aspects of 

sport and museum, providing an arena for the performance, display, and evaluation of 

professional skill and artistic talent. These displays and performances, in turn, 

represented broader ideologies of taste, class, and labor, as well as tradition, national 

identity, and cosmopolitanism. The intersection of art, economics, and ideology 

underscores the idea that cuisine is the tangible evidence of the relations and processes 

that produce it.  

 For all the MCA’s appeals to culinary tradition and heritage, the Association’s 

members and veterans of the public catering industry readily admitted that Russia’s cooks 

work under very different circumstances than they did in the past. In my conversations 

with cooks and chefs working in Moscow, as well as in the discourse of the 

Championship’s opening ceremonies, few aspects of contemporary cooking signal these 

differences more than the idea of creativity. Soviet cuisine, as it was explained to me, was 

often the product of the limitations of kitchen technology, cooking technique, product 

availability, and ideological and bureaucratic controls. The ultimate symbol of these 

limitations was the Sbornik retseptur (Recipe Collection), the culinary authority for the 

Soviet public catering industry. Its recipes and techniques formed the backbone for the 
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food served everywhere from stolovie (cafeterias) to elite restaurants and hotels. In 

retrospect, for many current chefs and cooks who worked in the Soviet Union, the 

Sbornik (along with the system of teknologicheskie karty (recipe cards) which 

documented all the ingredients, their raw and cooked weights and portions, and cooking 

techniques of every dish) represents a bureaucratic burden on culinary creativity that has 

since been lifted.5 During the opening ceremonies of the 2007 Championship, one chef 

told the students, “we envy you. You live in a time of creativity. In our day we had the 

Sbornik and harsh technological demands and limitations. So we envy you that you have 

the freedom and room to play with your ideas.” 

 This freedom was limited, however. In the context of the Championship, rules 

govern both the products produced and the practices that produce them. From its very 

inception, the Championship has been closely modeled on regulations developed and set 

by the WACS, the committee that regulates all culinary exhibitions seeking WACS 

approval and status. Moreover, the WACS considered it “vitally important” for all 

member nations to adhere to its guidelines in order “to make culinary competitions fair to 

all competitors” (World Association of Chefs Societies 2008:5). These regulations were 

published and made available to all member nations with the intent of creating “a 

standard-level playing field” and “universally acceptable guidelines for fair assessment” 

(2008:6). The booklet covered the accepted competitive categories and the rules for these 

events, adjudication criteria and the obligations of judges, and the process for attaining 

approval from WACS for a culinary competition. The criteria were very specific, 

                                                 
5 Although the system of teknologicheskiye karty still exists in the contemporary 
restaurant industry, where failure to complete them may result in fines, chefs still refer to 
the Soviet system with its standardized recipes as significantly less culinary creative than 
the current industry. 
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regulating the time contestants have for particular events, the range of ingredients and 

dishes from which they can choose, and the percentage of the ingredients that can be 

cleaned or prepared before hand, and the portion size, nutritional balance, and number of 

courses and servings that should be prepared.  

These regulations, to some extent, gloss over the economic differences between 

member nations and the cultural differences within them. Embedded within the ideas of 

“universal acceptability” and a “standard playing field” are assumptions about the 

definitions of “cuisine,” “proper service and presentation,” and even the relationship 

between national culture and cuisine. Regulations that stipulate the creation and serving 

of three- or four-course meals, for example, presume particular eating practices and 

traditions. Even in the one section specifically addressing competition in “Asian” 

countries and allowing for the use of woks, criteria state that “a three course meal is 

expected” and “courses must be individually plated” (World Association of Chefs 

Societies 2008:16). Notably WACS accepts applications from one society of chefs per 

country, which then represents the entire nation and its cuisine. Individual culinary 

differences and traditions within a country are thus filtered through the society of its 

representative chefs, which in the course of international competitions is enjoined to 

create dishes that “reflect the traditional cuisine of the country” (2008:16). Although 

there are certainly practical reasons for these decisions, they presume the practice of 

restaurant work and professional cooking. The culture and practices of the professional 

restaurant kitchen, then, become the organizing logic for culinary competitions. 

However, the relationship between these guidelines, the MCA, and its culinary 

competitions is more complex and ambivalent. In discussions with Association members, 
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no one seemed suspect or expressed concern about the obligation to conform to the 

WACS' guidelines or the possible consequences for preparing and presenting traditional 

Russian cuisine according to contemporary European standards. Nor did anyone question 

the assumptions underlying the ideas of universal guidelines or a level playing field. 

Rather, for the Association, the adoption of these guidelines is a strategic decision, 

designed to provide Russian competitors with the knowledge, skills, and experience they 

would need to participate in international competitions. There is little doubt among the 

MCA that Russian chefs have the talent and Russian cuisine has the heritage to compete 

internationally, but there is also a sense that “we have some catching up to do.”  Thus, the 

Championship, along with other local and national competitions, are important training 

grounds, where Russian cooks and confectioners can experiment with and develop the 

skills they will “need” to compete internationally. After all, the Association sees as its 

own goals the simultaneous preservation and advancement of the Russian\culinary 

tradition.  

The Championship itself represented a local adaptation of the international model. 

The event was open to students, as well as youth who have already entered the work 

force. The accepted age range is from sixteen to twenty-three years of age and up twenty 

five 25 for the “art class events,” which are competitions in food and confectionary art. In 

developing the particular repertoire of events comprising the competition, the MCA takes 

into account its own assessment of the capabilities and limitations of the Russian culinary 

profession and the students who are training to enter it. Time limits are increased while 

the number of courses, dishes, and servings is decreased. More significant, changes in the 

repertoire reflect the particular priorities and needs of the local and national culinary field 
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and industry. In 2006, for example, the MCA introduced the bartending and art class 

competitions in response to and acknowledgment of new occupational identities and 

specialties in the industry and educational establishments. These additions suggest that 

the event is crosses various levels, including the local, national, and international. 

As of 2007, the Championship consisted of seven general competitive categories, 

some with multiple events grouped within them. These include team and individual 

competitions, bartending contests, themed table design and service, and the art class 

events. The artistic, thematic, and performative range of these events is impressive and 

beyond the scope of a single book chapter. However, several examples from the two 

competitions that I attended will serve to illustrate the ways in which culinary aesthetics 

and practice come to represent and mediate class, culture, and national identity. 

One of the most fascinating events in the Championship is the domashnoe zadanie 

(homework) competition, a team event were four students collectively represent their 

respective school, restaurant, or foodservice establishment. Teams consist of a manager 

of operations, two cooks, and a pastry chef. Their entries are prepared ahead of time 

according to a pre-approved theme and must consist of one banquet dish of fish and one 

of meat for six people, two types of cold appetizers served in individual portions, two 

goriachiye (hot) dishes or entrees in individual portions, three different desserts and one 

cake. According to the Championship’s guidelines, students are evaluated based on their 

ability to demonstrate that they have “acquired new culinary techniques and can produce 

new combinations of ingredients” and that they can “represent contemporary trends in the 

creation of banquet meals and individual dishes.” Competitors are also required to submit 

detailed recipes for their dishes. 
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FIGURE 17: Ryba po-tsarsky (tsarist-style fish), an entry in the 2006 
Open Moscow Youth Championship in the Culinary Arts and Service, 
depicts a sturgeon atop the Russian flag with the national crest in the 
upper-left corner. 

 
 

 
FIGURES 18 & 19: Two entries representing traditional culture in cities in 
the Russian regions by including representations of architecture, 
landscape, and traditional plates and service. 
 

 
 Each table differed in the dishes it presented, although the entries fell roughly into 

two stylistic categories. One was representational aesthetics, where food was designed in 

“recognizable” forms such as animals, trees, flowers, people, and small houses. These 

were almost all representations of Russian cuisine and were described to me as 
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“traditional” dishes. Plates of whole sturgeon steamed or baked were garnished by jellied 

pictures of birds and nature scenes. They were accompanied by and set with traditional 

folk crafts such as gzhel, a unique type of Russian porcelain, and khokhloma, a folk 

pattern often used to decorate wooden spoons, plates, bowls, and other tableware. One 

student called his dish ryba po tsarski (tsarist-style fish) and presented it on top of a 

Russian flag and crest made of meat jelly; another student had formed the tsar canon and 

bell out of meat; and a third submitted a table representing the traditional foods of his 

city, Smolensk. He described the table in this way:   

Every people’s culture is reflected in their cuisine. Here we have an old 
Smolensky table, and on it are represented all our national dishes. We 
have salted fish served with a special mead, chicken baked in dough in a 
Russian pechka [oven], Smolenskie pirogi, and quail. Of the drinks we 
have mead, kvas (made from fermented black bread), and cranberry mors 
[a type of juice], and to accompany them, traditional Russian pirogi that 
guests are always treated to as part of Russian khlebosoltsvo [hospitality]. 
 
 

 
FIGURES 20 & 21: “Contemporary” culinary trends allude to molecular cuisine and 
modern styles of presentation. 
 

The second presentational style was decidedly more abstract. These tables 

presented food in the aesthetic language of international cuisine, with abstract designs 

emphasizing color combinations and patterns. The cuisine on these tables did not index 

specific objects or images, but instead reflected the sensibilities of modern art. In contrast 
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to the traditional recipes described above, the cuisine visually masked rather than called 

attention to its ingredients. One table that particularly caught my eye was covered in a 

satiny white tablecloth beneath which different sized platforms created a mountainous 

landscape. Cocktail glasses and test tubes filled with multi-colored liquids, gels, and 

layers sat on top of the platforms. The aesthetic was a direct reference to one of the 

current “hot” international culinary trends and symbols of “high cuisine” called 

“molecular gastronomy,” where chefs employ scientific methods and their knowledge of 

food chemistry and physics to create dishes with unusual and novel combinations of 

flavor, texture, and color. The students described their entries as follows: 

We decided to focus on European style because right now it’s more 
contemporary, more progressive, and like in many restaurants, they’re 
cooking in rather minimalist, minimum ways, that is, to show the 
minimum amount of production but to make it memorable. We’ve 
presented several variations. Here is a Japanese wakame salad layered 
with cherry fried in a deep fryer so that it’s pretty. The dish is made of 
Chilean sea bass and beans, layered and with food coloring added. We 
made these all so that you get a full range of colors and patterns. It’s all 
modeled on this famous restaurant in Spain and is made to be 
contemporary, original, and stylish. 
 

When I told the students that I was familiar with the restaurant, which is called El 

Bulli, one of them expressed surprise and asked me how I knew about it. In their response 

to my familiarity with this cuisine and the restaurant, which is one of the places where the 

style of molecular cuisine was invented and which is considered one of the most popular 

restaurants in the world, the students were surprised that a lay person was familiar with 

what they considered specialized knowledge. In this way, they were negotiating their own 

positions as cooks versed in a form of “high culinary culture” that was not widely known. 

Although many of them were unlikely to be able to afford to eat in the kinds of 
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restaurants on which they were modeling their food, their work signified a different kind 

of capital as knowledgeable culinary cosmopolitans and professionals within the local 

field. In these examples, culture and class are variably represented in terms of aesthetic 

style and choices. Contemporary dishes presented in the style of international cuisine  

FIGURE 22: Teams of servers compete in designing and properly setting themed 
tables and properly serving real meals to guests. 

 

differed visibly from the aesthetics that marked and signified traditional culture. It is 

significant that Russian cuisine was imagined in terms of traditional presentational styles, 

whereas the more abstract and modern aesthetics were referred to as “European.” 

Regardless of these differences, however, these tables suggest the ways in which larger 
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culinary and cultural trends are expressed in and mediated by the aesthetics, naming 

practices, and techniques employed by the students. These stylistic differences, moreover, 

are not limited to the aesthetics of the food. Choices in tableware, such as stylish, 

“designer” plates or more traditional handicrafts enter into the visual communication of 

class, style, and “Russian” versus "international." 

 Another fascinating example of the ways in which these performances enacted 

broader notions of class can be found in the “thematic table” competition. Here 

contestants have to set and decorate a table for two to four “VIP” guests according to a 

theme of their choosing. The tables were evaluated based on their creativity, style, and 

originality, as well as on the use of contemporary elements of dining, including choices 

of plates, glasses, and cuisine. During the competition, each team presented its table to 

the panel of judges, explaining the overall theme, the relationship between the disparate 

elements, and the three-course menu that, hypothetically, would be served on this 

occasion. One table I observed was organized under a seasonal theme, representing fall. 

The students presented a small skit with a poetic text set to a light jazz soundtrack. One 

student played the role of waiter, the other two were guests. Dressed in a black vest and 

crisp white shirt, the student playing the part of the waiter recited a poem about fall, 

romance, and a trip to Paris, “the city of love.” As he described the various elements of 

the table, which included creative square glass plates framing dried leaves, a centerpiece 

of orange and brown flowers, designer silverware and elegant wine glasses, a young man 

dressed in a stylish white suit and black tie approached the table.  

“What would our guest like?” inquired the waiter, handing the 

young man a menu. 
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 “I have a date with a young lady,” replied the guest, at which point 

he was joined by a young woman in a striking white evening gown. 

Kissing her hand, he showed her to a chair. 

 “You're enchanting, my princess,” said the young man. 

 “It's you that I'm enchanted by,” replied the young woman. 

Here the performance of fine-dining service merges with the display of etiquette and 

manners that signify high culture (infused with a little romance). The students are not 

only playing at being in a restaurant, they are learning the language of restaurant culture 

and the practices of class distinction. It is perhaps telling in this case that the location 

chosen was Paris, the city not only of love but of haute cuisine and restaurants. 

The jury for the Championship consists of chefs and confectioners who work in 

Moscow’s contemporary restaurant industry. During the opening ceremonies, the year’s 

jury is introduced on stage to the competitors. The introductions list the judges’ 

credentials, including where they have worked and in what local, national, and 

international competitions they have participated and won awards. This listing of judges’ 

qualifications both legitimates their roles as evaluators and demonstrate their expertise in 

the field. Thus, they evaluate the competitors not only on the basis of the presentations, 

but on the students’ ability to show mastery of culinary techniques and terminology. 

Participants are required to explain their decisions and demonstrate an awareness of 

“proper” cutting and cooking techniques and flavor combinations. As I followed the jury 

through its rounds, I watched the interactions between the judges and the competitors. 

The former questioned the latter about the types of ingredients they used and the 

preparation of the dishes, noting the proper use of culinary techniques and language. In 
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these exchanges the judges would sometimes criticize the students’ entries, pointing out 

mistakes in presentation, cooking, or aesthetics. In other cases I saw participants 

approach other competitors and engage in discussions about their entries, offering and 

seeking constructive criticism. 

 

 
FIGURE 23: Judges from the Moscow Culinary Association observe and 
evaluate a young contestant in the art-class competition in the Open Youth 
Championship in the Culinary Arts and Service. 

 
 

Fine reminds us that, in spite of the rhetorics of artistry and craftsmanship 

surrounding certain notions of cuisine and, restaurants are businesses stitched into 

industrial contexts and structured by market demands (1992:1271). In pointing out these 

tensions between the artistic aspirations and market demands of professional cooking, 

Fine calls attention to the ways in which aesthetics are closely intertwined with and 

reflective of larger structures of power, ideology, history, and economics. In these 

examples, we see the production of representations of culture, class, and industry as they 
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draw on local, national, and transnational styles and practices. Focusing on the 

production of cuisine as both a material and symbolic product provides insights into the 

some of the ways in which food, at least within the foodservice industry, is marked as 

traditional or contemporary, ethnic or international, as well as the ways that food 

products attain value as art.  

These examples also suggest some of the class tensions and contradictions at 

work in processes of cultural production. On the one hand, culinary competitions and 

salons are deeply enmeshed in market relations and serve as sites for the ideological 

production of workers for the restaurant industry. As with restaurant kitchens, vocational 

and university training programs, and on-the-job training, these spectacles of gastronomy 

serve as sites for the disciplining of labor and the production of skilled and 

knowledgeable workers. For the students who participate in them, these events provide an 

important opportunity to negotiate social and cultural capital, learning the culinary 

vocabularies, techniques, aesthetics, forms, and values that will translate into positions in 

the foodservice industry. In fact, one of the common complaints I heard from chefs and 

restaurateurs was that there was little loyalty among their cooks. In Moscow’s restaurant 

landscape, where there was a shortage of qualified labor, it was relatively easy for a 

young cook to quickly work his way up to a position as head chef. Restaurateurs 

regularly recruited (“stole,” as it was often described) cooks from their competitors, 

placing them at the heads of their kitchens. Ironically, many restaurateurs also 

complained about this practice, pointing out that these young cooks lacked the experience 

for their new positions. Nonetheless, for the cooks who participated in culinary 

competitions and salons, such practices provided them with the possibility of contributing 
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to and participating in the production of the kind of cuisine served and consumed in 

higher-end, expensive restaurants, laden with ideologies of art and notions of high 

culture. Given that the production of aesthetics objects and objects of aesthetic value is a 

fundamentally social process (Bourdieu 1993; Fine 1992), these events provide one path 

for students to enter into the world of culinary production.  

At the same time, while the students may lack the economic resources to access 

and participate in the consumption of cuisine as a marker of class, participating in the 

production of these markers provides them with the symbolic capital to construct 

themselves as cosmopolitan post-Soviet subjects. In the context of a developing market 

economy and consumer culture in which relatively few people are able to participate, the 

knowledge that these students and young workers are developing lends them a kind of 

symbolic capital that allows them to participate, in albeit highly circumscribed ways, in 

consumption practices they might not have been able to afford on their own. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter explored the visual, performative, and sensual dimensions of 

restaurants, professional cooking, and the foodservice industry in Moscow. In discussing 

the practices through which restaurateurs and chefs created restaurant interiors, menus, 

and cuisine, I highlighted the processes through which they translated forms, ideas, and 

practices from abroad into the visual and material forms that constituted Moscow’s 

restaurant culture. In these processes, restaurateurs and chefs served as intermediaries 

between the global and the local, drawing on and transforming global culinary 

vocabularies, aesthetics, techniques, and practices into specific local contexts. Cuisine, 
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then, is both the product and process of these interactions. It is at once both the tangible 

evidence of the work of these producers—as in the examples of food shows and the 

interpretations of Italian, American, and Japanese cuisines produced by chefs working in 

Moscow—and the medium through which processes of globalization and localization 

unfold.  

For all its connections to and place within the market demands and profit motives 

of the foodservice industry, cuisine and the work of cooking cannot merely be reduced to 

another commodity and form of labor in the global capitalist system. In contrast to 

Marx’s reductive view of labor as an “instrumental act of appropriating and transforming 

nature,” these examples suggest the work may be alternatively understood as a form of 

cultural production, “a social process through which humanity creates durable objects and 

relations” with profound potentials for producing and altering cultural and political 

formations (Ulin 2002:693). This view dovetails with Gell’s (1998) notion of art as a 

vehicle for agency, a way of acting in and on the world that mediates social relationships. 

Local cultural producers employ global cultural forms as vehicles through which to create 

new representations of culture and identity that are not only meaningful to local actors, 

but that are responses to and forms of action in new transnational social, cultural, and 

economic fields.  

In this view, restaurants and cuisine are not simply symbols that encode particular 

perspectives on the world. Rather, they are visual, material, and performative systems 

deployed by agents in order to contest or transform the world. While in Chapter 3 I 

discussed the discursive and ideological dimensions of these vehicles, in Chapter 4 I 

argue that it is in the visual, sensual, and performative dimensions of cooking, cuisine, 
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and restaurants that these discourses are given social reality. In the next chapter I turn to 

the meanings and practices of consumers in order to examine the relationship between 

production and consumption. 
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CHAPTER 5 

RUSSIANS DON’T EAT IN RESTAURANTS 
 
 

 
FIGURE 24: One of the many crowded outdoor cafes on a summer day in 
Moscow. 
 
 

 In Chapters 3 and 4 I explored the meanings, representations, and practices of 

Moscow’s professional culinary community. In Chapter 3 I showed how the meanings 

and representations surrounding and informing the work of creating, opening, and 

running restaurants and of professional cooking revealed what was at stake for the actors 

involved in this industry. In Chapter 4 I extended this discussion to examine how these 

claims and steaks were actualized and strategically deployed through the visual, material, 

and performative dimensions of restaurants, cooking, and cuisine. I argue that these 

forms and practices served as vehicles through which various individuals and groups 
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extended their agency and attempted to shape social and cultural reality. In this chapter I 

shift my gaze to the other side of the table in order to explore how people in Moscow 

consumed the visual and material products that these culinary professionals produced. 

My interest here is to examine the meanings that restaurants, cuisine, and public dining 

carried for consumers in Moscow, as well as some of the practices and performances that 

these forms and places enabled. As with my examination of the people and practices 

through which Moscow’s restaurant culture has been produced, my analysis  

 

Russians Don’t Eat in Restaurants 

At the beginning of my fieldwork in late 2006 I met Misha, an acquaintance of 

mine, for tea. Misha was a researcher at Moscow State University whom I had met two 

years before at a film festival he had organized at the university. Although we had not 

corresponded regularly since then, he was eager to meet me and hear about my research. I 

met him in his cramped, cluttered office in an afterthought of a building on MGU’s 

campus, where over tea I explained to him my interest in exploring the role of restaurants 

in shaping public life and urban culture in contemporary Moscow. His response to my 

project startled me in its near complete dismissal of the relevance and significance of my 

research. “But Russians don’t eat in restaurants,” he pointed out. “We don’t have a 

tradition of eating in restaurants. That’s a Western habit. In Moscow very few people eat 

in restaurants. Maybe for special occasions and celebrations people will gather in a 

restaurant, to celebrate a birthday or something. But in the restaurants for the most part 

it’s foreigners, expats and those few wealthy people who can afford it.”  
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This was not the last time I would hear such a denial. Throughout my fieldwork I 

occasionally encountered similar disclaimers. Like Misha, those people who told me that 

Russians do not eat in restaurants explained that there was not “tradition” of eating in 

Russia. There had been few restaurants in the Soviet Union, and access to them was 

extremely limited. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, I was told, most Russians 

could not afford to eat out. Only foreigners and the wealthy frequented restaurants, and 

even then less for the food than for tusovka (the scene). These assessments confused me, 

made me anxious. Aside from the disconcerting knowledge that some of “the natives” 

thought my research was irrelevant and misguided, my experience and that of many of 

my informants nevertheless revealed a thriving, lively restaurant scene in Moscow. Why, 

I wondered, did some people maintain the opposite? What was I missing? 

Statistics for the country as a whole certainly showed that while the vast majority 

of Russians spent relatively little time and money eating outside the home, through most 

of the first decade of the 2000s the country’s foodservice industry was in fact growing at 

a dynamic 20-30 percent a year (Brown and Comizzoli 2007). While the high-end 

restaurant sector had slowed and was widely considered nearly saturated (particularly in 

Moscow and St. Petersburg), the mid-range casual dining, fast-food, and café segments 

were booming. Statistics aside, the view from a table at many of Moscow’s mid-range 

restaurants and cafes gave the impression that the capital had indeed developed a lively 

culture of public eating and drinking. Regardless of how many or how often Russians 

visited these establishments, it was clear that Moscow’s public culture had changed 

dramatically since the end of state socialism. 
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Scholars of Soviet history maintain that public life in the Soviet Union was not 

perceived or experienced as comfortable or pleasurable (Argenbright 1999; Verdery 

1996:50-57). Richard Argenbright explains that in Soviet Russia, and particularly in 

Moscow, “the ubiquitous, intense, and persistent state effort to control meaning made the 

urban landscape inhospitable—it belonged to ‘them,’ the rulers, not to ‘us,’ the people” 

(1999:6). Public space was largely perceived and experienced as lacking “any notion that 

comfort or pleasure could possibly be found in a public place” (Argenbright 1999:5). 

Argenbright explains that “activities on the street were social in the sense that they helped 

reproduced social structure, but sociability was lacking” (1996:6). In a similar vein, 

Verdery’s discussion of the Soviet state’s social and economic policies highlights the 

direct and indirect consequences for sociability in the everyday lives of Romanians. 

Verdery’s notion of “etatization” calls attention to the consequences of the Soviet state’s 

social and economic policies on sociability in Romanians’ everyday lives. She argues 

through a variety of direct and indirect ways “the Romanian state seized time from the 

purposes many Romanians wanted to pursue” (1996:40). Through the arrhythmic 

scheduling of Party meetings and state holidays and the near-constant shortage of basic 

consumer goods, the state’s policies eroded and precluded many forms of sociability. For 

example, the scarcity and difficulty of obtaining food and drink meant that not only was it 

a struggle for people to maintain their own households, but it was nearly impossible to 

secure enough for entertaining friends and relatives (Verdery 1996:52). Given the central 

role of sociability in Romanians’ definitions of self, the erosion of sociability had the 

effect of “stripping individuals of the resources necessary for creating and articulating 
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social selves,” and in the process “confronted them repeatedly with their failures of self-

realization” (Verdery 1996:56). 

It is against this background of centralized control of public space and discourse 

that emergence and development of the post-Soviet service and retail sectors takes on its 

particular significance. With the collapse of the Soviet Union came a “retreat of the state 

from the street,” creating a “vacuum that has been filled largely by commerce” 

(Argenbright 1996:7). The state’s retreat heralded “the return of street life,” as new 

spaces and places emerged in Moscow’s urban landscape (Boym 1994:225). Restaurants, 

along with other public spaces of consumption and leisure, have played crucial roles in 

this renaissance of public life. Boym, for example, argues that the appearance of 

McDonald’s in the final years of perestroika was the “principal monument” to this shift, 

becoming Moscow’s first modern scene. Argenbright, too, sees McDonald’s as helping to 

usher in a new public culture.  

Whereas a typical Soviet eatery was dimly marked with a small, generic 
‘Café’ sign, McDonald’s was decorated with bold colors and bright lights, 
aggressively claiming its place in the heart of the city. Soviet dining rooms 
were closed off from the outside world; there was no thought of 
positioning windows so diners might look out or potential patrons look in. 
But McDonald’s had walls of glass on two sides, line with a counter and a 
row of fixed stools that virtually compelled diners to look out on the 
surrounding scene. And McDonald’s helped create that scene by installing 
patio dining areas outside the restaurant. Initially, the curious wanted to 
see what this new phenomenon was all about, then many succumbed to the 
pleasures of people watching, and still others desired above all to be seen 
(1996:7-8). 

 
 If the kitchen was once “the most sacred place in Russian/Soviet society” (Ries 

1997:21), in millennial Moscow restaurants and cafes had increasingly begun to replace 

the kitchen as sites of sociability for growing numbers of Russians. These places marked 

and enabled shifts in the rhythms of everyday life in Moscow and the emergence of a new 
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public culture. Caldwell, for example, observers that in the early 2000s a “recognizable 

‘café culture’” began to appear in Russia (2009b:113). Leading this development were 

the Coffee House and Shokoladnitsa chains, which by 2008 numbered more than 340 

locations across the country (Antonova 2008). In Moscow, these cafés, along with 

McDonald’s new McCafe and local chains such as Coffeemania, Zen Café, and Etazh 

had become familiar fixtures across the city’s landscape. One of the unique features of 

these cafes, which distinguished them from many coffee houses in the U.S., was that in 

addition to coffee drinks and tea, they also served a wide variety of alcoholic beverages 

and food items such as soups, salads, sandwiches, entrees, and pastries. Although 

breakfast was still largely a meal eaten at home (Caldwell 2009b), lunch and dinner were 

increasingly popular times for eating out. Particularly around the new office spaces 

opening around the city’s commercial center, lunch-time found many restaurants full of 

office workers on their breaks. Many of these restaurants offered “business lunches,” 

specially priced multi-course meals that included soup, an appetizer, an entrée, a dessert, 

and a beverage—often for less than 200 rubles (about $8). I spent many lunch hours at 

restaurants such as the French café Le Gato, Planet Sushi, Il Patio pizzeria, Goodman 

steakhouse, Filimonova i Yankel fish house, and several other successful chains and 

independent restaurants. On most weekdays between about noon and 2 pm these 

restaurants were filled with young professionals in business attire. After the lunch rush 

the crowds dwindled, but did not completely die out. After work they began to swell 

again and were often crowded late into the evening. Smaller restaurants such as gastropub 

Simple Pleasures, French café Zhan-Zhak, and the bohemian Kvartira 44 were often full 

by about eight o’clock and had people waiting for tables. Even ostensibly foreign 
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restaurants such as McDonald’s had been “domesticated,” coming to serve as regular and 

sought out sites for socializing (Caldwell 2004). Moreover, with the growing popularity 

of café culture, many Russians had traded in their “national” drink of tea for more 

European cappuccinos and American coffee (Caldwell 2009b). 

By the time I arrived in Moscow, a thriving nightlife had also emerged in the city. 

Moscow was developing an international reputation for its decadence. Foreign journalists 

and observers had already begun reporting on the intensity and excesses of late-night 

Moscow with overwrought dramas of sex, drugs, and extreme displays of wealth—“the 

party after the Party” (Forrest 2006:126; Gill 2007). While many nightclubs only began 

to come to life after midnight, many restaurants were open as late as 4 am, if not all night, 

and most of the city’s cafes ran 24 hours a day. It was not uncommon to find groups and 

couples gathered around tables at a Coffee House or a Shokoladnitsa, even in Moscow’s 

more residential neighborhoods, drinking, eating, and smoking cigarettes late into the 

night.6 Accompanying the flourishing nightlife was an emerging sector of businesses 

catering to the all-night needs and desires of Muscovites. These included 24-hour 

bookstores, pharmacies, sports clubs, and even dentists and cleaning services (Kamenev 

2007).  

                                                 
6 The format of these cafes was considered to be such a fundamental part of their appeal 
for Russians that when people spoke about the potential opening of Starbucks in Moscow 
they were doubtful of its success. They noted that Starbucks would have to change its 
format because Russians would not go to a café simply to drink tea or coffee.  
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FIGURES 25 & 26: A 24-hour Coffee House advertises coffee “to go,” 
apple pie specials for autumn, and festive holiday décor. 
 
 
Restaurants and cafes not only marked the rhythm of days and nights, but also the 

seasons, holidays, and international events. With the arrival of summer, Moscow’s 

streets, sidewalks, and public parks were transformed by sidewalk cafes, patios, and 

outdoor beer gardens. One prominent example was Kamergersky Street, a pedestrian 

street located just off the fashionable Tverskaya Boulevard near Red Square. Lined 

almost entirely with restaurants and cafes, in the summer the street blossomed with 

outdoor seating areas. While throughout the day they were peppered with customers, by 

early evening they often completely packed; getting a table outside sometimes meant 

waiting nearly a half hour or more. Restaurants also attempted to insert themselves into 

holidays and celebrations. Every year for veliky post (the Lenten fast), many restaurants 

offered special vegetarian menus that catered to the dietary restrictions of Lenten fasts. 

As an article in Kommersant newspaper’s glossy magazine insert Weekend informed 

readers, “Even though the time of veliky post [the Lenten fast] has arrived doesn’t at all 

mean that Moscow’s gastronomic life will become grey and boring, it’s just that now in 

addition to their main menus restaurants are offering special Lenten dishes—they’re 

lighter, but more interesting, since for chefs limitations in choosing products are powerful 
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stimuli for brave experiments and turning to forgotten traditions” (Karmanova 2007:n.p.). 

New Year’s Eve, a major celebration since the Soviet years, was marked by special 

events in most of the city’s restaurants and clubs, which often sold tickets and 

reservations months in advance. In addition to the widely-celebrated International 

Women’s Day on March 8, Valentine’s day had become an increasingly popular holiday 

for Muscovites, too. For both, restaurants advertised special menus featuring champagne 

and desserts. Still other restaurants celebrated events such as the annual release of the 

new Beaujolais in France on the third Thursday of November, or truffle season in the fall.  

Once a superpower and center of industrial production in its own right, Russia’s 

post-Soviet transformation distinguishes it from other examples of globalization and 

marketization. The country’s transformation from a socialist to a market-driven 

modernity “places it differently on the periphery of the global economy than the other, 

typically postcolonial and modernizing societies” (Patico 2008:10). The shift from the 

modernity of Soviet Union and the ideologies, values, and hierarchies of distinction and 

privilege it entailed has forced Russians to reevaluate both their own and their country’s 

position in relation both to other Russians and an entire imagined world of other 

consumers, giving rise to “particular brands of ambivalence” (Patico 2008:12). For the 

Russians with whom I spoke and spent time, restaurants and cafes were seen as part of a 

broader transformation in the capital that was often perceived as aobnovlenia (renewal) 

and modernizatsia (modernization). These understandings, however, carried ambivalent 

connotations.  

For example, I spent several afternoons at a café chatting with Irina, Lena, and 

Svetlana, all of whom worked together in a human resources staffing agency in the center 
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of Moscow. We spoke at length about the changes Moscow had undergone over the past 

16 years. All three agreed that the city had changed largely for the better. It had become 

“brighter,” “more colorful,” and “more pleasant.” They noted the flourishing of cafes, 

bars, jazz clubs, and other “interesting places.” Irina, who at 48 was the eldest of the 

three, recounted a recent experience where she realized how much more attractive 

Moscow had become.  

Not long ago I enjoyed a great view from the International House of 
Music. Do you know where it is? It’s part of the riverside tower complex. 
I was there for a concert. It was late at night, and after the concert, all the 
walls are made of glass, and the part I’m speaking about faced the river, 
and you could see two embankments, two embankments, and it was 
absolutely all in lights. Very beautifully lit. The bridges were beautifully 
lit. And the bridges were clogged with traffic jams. There were huge 
traffic jams and on the embankments. And all the cars had their lights on, 
and it was fantastic. All the ladies who went out said it was superb, 
fantastic. And the gents said, ‘Oh, look at those traffic jams. How will we 
get home?’ 

 
Lena and Svetlana laughed their agreement. Svetlana, too, noted that “Moscow used to be 

darker. It used to not be so brightly lit. That was the reason it wasn’t so beautiful. But I 

absolutely agree that it looks more beautiful now. It really looks like a European city. If 

we compare  it to another city, for example, Rome, London, maybe today Moscow is 

more beautiful than ten or twenty years ago. It’s more active, a much more interesting 

city.” Lena added that she felt that 

people in Moscow are luckier than those in other cities because there are a 
lot of activities and places for entertainment. And it’s every day, every 
week, not just on weekends. A lot of people go to cafes, theater, and 
concerts. I was very surprised recently when I went to a restaurant on a 
Monday, and it was full. I went to Genatsvale [a popular Georgian 
restaurant], and it was full at about nine o’clock in the evening, on a 
Monday evening! 
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 For many of my friends and informants, then, Moscow’s restaurants and cafes 

represented largely positive changes in urban culture and lifestyle. After the tumult and 

uncertainty of the 1990s, incomes had begun to rise, stores were stocked and plentiful, 

and prices had more or less stabilized, albeit still on the high side. The young and middle-

aged professionals with whom I spoke—an emerging and solidifying middle class—were 

experiencing a general sense of stability that allowed them to turn their attention more 

towards leisure, travel, and exploring the possibilities of the city’s new entertainment and 

consumer culture. These new possibilities and experiences often centered around 

restaurants and cafes that provided public spaces for socializing, entertainment, and 

pleasure. Whether they were going to a concert, a movie, or the theater, restaurants and 

cafés were often meting places prior to these events or destinations afterwards. Eating out 

was becoming the norm for the city’s professionals. 

 In these discussions Moscow’s new consumer landscape and public culture were 

salient symbols of the city’s transformation into a mirovoi gorod (world-class city). As 

for the restaurateurs and chefs who saw the emergence and development of a culinary 

culture and new practices of eating as progress towards a more “civilized society, for 

many consumers Moscow’s new public culture also signaled “progress,” “normalcy,” and 

“civilized” life. In these discussions, normalnost' (normalcy) was typically rendered in 

terms of “Western” lifestyles and the ability to participate in a global economy (Caldwell 

2009a:15; Jung 2005; Patico 2005). Such evaluations implicitly, and sometimes 

explicitly, marked Soviet economic institutions and the social relations they produced as 

“abnormal.” Thus, “normal” came to describe not only new consumer goods and services 

and places of consumption but the social relations they enabled. However, such 
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dichotomies between Russia and “the West,” and between “normal” and “abnormal” did 

not represent simple divisions or black and white hierarchies. They carried shades of 

meanings whose graduations reflected a more complicated set of assumptions about 

morality, identity, and values. 

 It was not simply the increased presence and access to consumer goods and 

services and the ability to participate in a global economy that signaled Moscow’s 

postsocialist transformations. For my informants, the new consumer culture and their 

ability to participate in it were part of a broader shift in the rhythms and demands of life 

in Moscow. Everyone seemed to agree that life in Moscow had become more hectic and 

stressful, and that Moscow itself had been a tiazholi (hard) city. People worked longer 

and harder than they had before. More women had entered the workforce. There seeemed 

to be a sense that there was less time for the pleasures and priorities of the past, such as 

entertaining and cooking at home or taking weekend trips to the dacha.7 Many of them 

saw this speeding-up of life as a sign that Moscow was developing a culture and lifestyles 

similar to how they imagined life in cities like New York. Irina told us about a trip she 

took to New York a few years before, where she amazed at how fast-faced and intense 

life in the city was. Eating habits were a salient part of her observation. She noted that 

people in New York worked so much that they rarely ate at home and never cooked at 

home. They ate all their meals in restaurants or ordered take-out. In her opinion, 

Muscovites were on the same path. “We work a lot here,” she explained, “and we are 

                                                 
7 Dacha has no direct translation into English. Zavisca explains that “colloquially, the 
term dacha denotes any plot of land used by urban residents for summer gardening or 
leisure” (2003:786). It may be loosely rendered as country home or summer home and 
has historically played a crucial role in Soviet and post-Soviet urban subsistence and 
leisure. 
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following the same pattern of life. Cooking is too time consuming. So for people with 

money, for people who have, who are obespechenni [well-off], the future is in eating 

out.” My friend Dasha, a 28-year-old designer for a fashion magazine, once disparaged 

the same trend, noting that “parents don’t even have time for their kids [in this city]. They 

don’t have time. They leave in the morning and their kids are with nannies or in 

kindergarten. They come home in the evening and they’re tired. Maybe they still have 

work to do.” 

 As the pace of life quickened, more Russians turned to restaurants and prepared 

food counters. These were becoming more than places of leisure and sociability. Russians 

were increasingly coming to rely on such sources of food in their everyday lives, 

“picking up a few things on the way home without traipsing up and down the long city 

blocks” (Argenbright 1999:10). For example, for the past six months Irina and her 

husband had been renovating their apartment, an increasingly common practice among 

Russian professionals who were transforming their Soviet-era apartments into modern, 

European-style living spaces (c.f. Fehervary 2002). Many of these remonty (renovations) 

began with kitchens. Several of my informants had recently completed or were in the 

process of completing renovations on their kitchens, and like Irina, they found themselves 

with no place at home to cook. Irina had searched and sampled a number of prepared 

food sections in grocery stores and restaurants with take-out menus until she settled on 

the one at Stockman’s, a large grocery store in the city’s center that was particularly 

popular with American expats because it carried foods and products from the US that 

were impossible to find elsewhere. She explained that she was relieved to have found a 

reliable places for take-out and prepared foods, without which “surviving” the renovation 
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would have been difficult. Other young professionals such as Bely, a 30-year-old 

professional photographer, could not remember the last time he ate anything at home 

except frozen pelmeni (dumplings). His busy schedule and an even busier social life 

meant that not only was he rarely home, but that much of his social life took place in 

restaurants, cafes, and clubs. Lena went so far as to argue that restaurants offered some 

fundamental benefits for people in relationships because they allowed couples and 

families to spend time together that otherwise might be taken up by cooking and 

cleaning. “A lot of women go to work like men,” she point out, “and they come home late 

and sometimes the women even comes home later. I think it’s good for family 

relationships because the man and the women, they are tired, and they can spend more 

time together, speak to each other, rather than one of them sitting in front of the 

television.” For these Russians, restaurants and other public sources of food were 

becoming normalized. Convenience, hardly a meaningful or attainable concept or value 

in the Soviet Union, was emerging both as a concept and a value in contemporary 

Moscow. Yet, this was not only a “domestication” of foreign restaurants, as detailed in 

Caldwell’s (2004) examination of McDonald’s in Moscow. It was also an increasing 

movement of daily life into the public space. Public culture was increasingly becoming 

invested with private life (Caldwell 2009b). 
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FIGURE 27: Nashi Traktiry (Our Taverns): an ad for the Yoli-Palki chain 
with the establishment’s restaurants marked on a map of the Moscow 
metro. 

 

 All of these changes were not without their anxieties, however. As Caldwell 

(2009b) explains in her essay on coffeehouse culture in the city of Tver, the rise of public 

culture carries certain anxieties that reveal larger issues with which Russians are 

struggling. For example, Caldwell describes how her friends were apprehensive about 

going to restaurants for fear of running into coworkers and uncertainty over proper 

etiquette in such places. Other concerns raised by public spaces of food consumption 

included fears of dishonesty and fraud, concerns about food safety and quality, the 

dangers of public alcohol consumption, and the questionable practices of “foreign” 
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merchants in markets. Although my informants voiced similar concerns about the health, 

safety, quality, provenance, and cooking methods of restaurant and prepared foods in 

Moscow, they generally seemed more comfortable with such places and practices. 

Through experimentation, recommendations from friends and acquaintances, and reading 

magazine and newspaper reviews they had developed a familiarity with the city’s dining 

landscape and a confidence in their ability to navigate it. What concerned them were the 

broader implications of the new culture and lifestyles that had emerged in Moscow’s 

transformation into a world-city.  

 One dimension of these concerns was whether people’s increased reliance on 

restaurants and prepared foods carried with it a loss of homemaking and cooking skills. 

Irina, Lena, and Svetlana voiced these concerns in a discussion that began with the 

convenience of take-out food. Irina had again brought up her trip to New York, 

comparing lifestyles in the two cities.  

The real problem in Moscow is that we need good take-away. Because not 
many places provide, not many restaurants provide reliable take-away, but 
a lot of people would use it. I know that everywhere else, like in New 
York, when people invite guests [to their home] they order take-away 
from the nearest place. It may be Chinese take-away, or whatever, and it is 
on your table in ten minutes. It’s hot, and there is no problem washing up. 
They come and you put the boxes on plates, pull it out, and you don’t have 
to wash up. Can you imagine, Lena, no washing up? No cooking. Only 
eating! But in Moscow it’s a problem because all we can order is pizza or 
Japanese. 

 
 Lena disagreed. She felt that when it came to inviting guests to one’s home most 

women would and should prepare the food themselves. She felt it was more personal and 

polite. Svetlana concurred. She said that “a big problem of our society is that when I went 

to school, I had special lessons, lessons in cooking, yes? And I know that today, girls who 
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go to school don’t have these special lessons in, for example, cooking or cleaning. It’s a 

big problem for our culture. Our culture has changed.” 

 Irina conceded that it was not an ideal change, but “that we should accept because 

there is no alternative. With this pace of life, we just can’t be model housewives. We 

don’t have time for that. Our future is in eating out, for sure, so you’re on the right track, 

Stas.” 

 Even though all three women regularly ate at restaurants, they nonetheless felt a 

certain unease with the implications of their new lifestyle. Their ambivalence suggested 

uncertainty about the consequences for etiquette, family and gender roles, and social 

relations of the increased reliance on foodservice and prepared foods and the movement 

of private life into public spaces. While they seemed to accept Irina’s fatalistic take on 

what seemed like the inexorable movement of life in the Russian capital, there was still 

doubt. They had no clear answers; only questions and concerns that they would have to 

work through in the context of everyday life. For Lena, however, it was clear that these 

questions sat uneasily with her. She was quick to insert another concern into the 

conversation.       

Of course, of course it’s more pleasant to make a date with your husband 
and to eat out, to go someplace ice for dinner. But there is a  gap between 
people with low incomes and people who are well-off (obespechenny). 
Well-off people, they frequent these places, but there are lots of people 
who can't afford it and we just don't see them in Moscow anymore. They 
are not so numerous, but there are people for whom even McDonald's is 
too expensive. 
 
It is here that I wish to return to Misha's claim about Russians not eating in 

restaurants, for on reflection it seems to me that Lena's reminder about the many less 

fortunate people in the city sheds light on Misha's observation. In pointing out that “we 
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just don’t see” those people who cannot afford to eat out, Lena was hinting at a broader 

concern about those people excluded from Moscow’s “progress” and development into a 

world city. To be sure, most of my friends and informants belonged to a class 

underrepresented in anthropological explorations of postsocialist Russia. Much of the 

research on consumers and their practices has focused on the poor, the elderly, or those 

who could not easily afford to participate in the country's consumer culture (Caldwell 

2004; Humphrey 1995; Humphrey and Mandell 2002; Patico 2005, 2008;). Misha, for 

example, with his limited teacher's salary and high level of education would share much 

in common with the St. Petersburg teachers of Patico's (2008) study. Yet in terms of 

lifestyle, of the practices with and through which Misha moves through and experiences 

the city (de Certeau 1984), his perspective differed from that of many of my informants. 

If in the Soviet Union access to goods and resources was more a product of personal 

connections than income, in poststocialist Russia incomes differed greatly among people 

who previously would have generally been able to afford the same things. Such new 

disparities intrude both on personal relationships (Argenbright 1999:16; Bonnell 1996) 

and on perceptions of life and culture in the city.  

Misha's claim was less a statement of fact than a “a view from somewhere” 

(Argenbright 1999:2; Nagel 1986)—a perspective on Moscow’s new public culture from 

an observer who was not a part of it. Caldwell’s analysis of café culture draws on the 

work of George Ritzer (2004) and Gary McDonogh (1993) to make the point that “not 

all public spaces are created equal nor do all members of a society necessarily 

experienced them positively” (2009b:106). Restaurants were particular kinds of places in 

Russia’s new consumer culture, and the view from a table opened up on a different 



232 

Moscow than the perspective of a passerby, particularly one who could not afford to or 

simply did not regularly participate in that culture. Although Misha was not one of the 

“dispossessed” about whom Humphrey (2002), he was also not a central member of the 

growing class of consumers for whom restaurant going was becoming the norm. From 

his perspective, then, it is possible that Moscow’s restaurants seemed to be frequented 

mainly by foreigners and the wealthy. 

Yet, that is not the entire story. At times the people telling me that Russians do 

not eat out did in fact eat out fairly regularly themselves. There is, then, something more 

to this disclaimer, something that touches on questions of self and the kinds of people 

that were emerging and made possible by Moscow’s new places. A closely related and 

oft-repeated phrase that was drilled into my head throughout my fieldwork was that 

“Moscow is not Russia.” I was told that “Moscow is not Russia” so often throughout my 

fieldwork that I began preemptively acknowledging it when explaining my research. In 

many ways, this division of Russia into Moscow and the rest of the country reflected 

certain historical, political, and economic realities. In the Soviet Union, Moscow was the 

privileged site for many of the country’s advances and programs, enjoying greater access 

to both basic and luxury goods, services, information, and resources (Fitzpatrick 1999; 

Gronow 2003; Hessler 2004). In the 1990s, Moscow emerged as Russia’s main link with 

the global economy and received the vast majority of foreign investment (Orttung 1997). 

Moreover, Moscow was the country’s financial center, home to many of the offices 

opened by foreign companies and the expats who worked for them. Consequently the 

capital’s consumer culture and foodservice industry were significantly more developed 
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and cosmopolitan than the rest of the country. Thus, in many structural ways, Moscow 

differed greatly from much of the rest of the country. 

In claiming that Moscow was not Russia, however, people were not only 

referring to these structural differences. Rather, they were also making claims about 

identity and selfhood. They were drawing attention to social and cultural differences 

measured not in geography or economics, but in values, practices, and lifestyles. Patico 

argues that Russian consumers “try to assess their ability to buy goods, what goods they 

buy, and their status by comparing and strategically using Europe or the third world as 

guideposts,” while at the same time calculating “their well-being and status by drawing 

contrasts between their own lifestyles and those enjoyed by others, such as the new 

Russians” (2001:129). Similarly, in the early and mid-1990s many Russians saw the 

nouveaux riches, dubbed the “New Russians,” as a new breed of people whose lifestyles 

and orientations represented a blatant rejection of the values of kul’turnost’ that had 

served as a code or logic of social values throughout the Soviet era (Patico 2005:483; 

Humphrey 1995). These new types of Russians were widely reviled and ridiculed for 

their materialism, lack of taste, and conspicuous consumption; in fact, the term New 

Russian often carried with it connotations of crime and deceit (Humphrey 1995). And 

indeed, throughout much of the1990s these were precisely the people who frequented 

Moscow’s new restaurants and clubs, which were prohibitively expensive. For both 

Russians and foreign observers, restaurants in the early and mid-1990s were closely 

related symbols of the decadence and shift in values of the New Russians. This was one 

of the reasons that many people often claimed that Moscow was izporchenny gorod (a 

ruined city). 
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As I discussed above, by the early 2000s, this was no longer the case. A new 

more affordable restaurant market had bloomed as incomes stabilized and rose. Yet, for 

many people, including those who regularly ate out, restaurants and clubs still served as 

spaces where social differences were displayed. Although even Misha admitted that 

many Russians ate at McDonald’s, he did not consider that a “restaurant.” Nor did he 

distinguish between the many mid-range, so-called demokratichny (democratic) 

restaurants and the upscale, expensive restaurants. To a certain extent the stereotypes of 

the 1990s persisted, and restaurants were still sometimes seen as playgrounds of the 

wealthy, in spite of the fact that even in many of Moscow’s more expensive eateries it 

was possible to sit for hours having ordered only a single drink or food item. One could 

spend time in upscale restaurants and clubs without necessarily having to spend much 

money. Restaurants had become places where even those who were not wealthy could 

share the same space, if not necessarily the entire lifestyle, of those who were.   

In this sense, restaurants served as both symbolic and physical places through and 

in which Russians were working out the contradictions and challenges of marketization 

and the new consumer culture. These were places where social similarity and difference 

were negotiated and enacted, were implicit or explicit claims about class were made and 

grounded, and where critiques of what were viewed as crass displays of wealth and 

materialism were lodged (Patico 2005:480). Restaurants often served as symbols of the 

kind of people who frequented them, or, alternatively, stages for evaluating the character 

of people in them. For example, my friend Dasha, a 28-year-old designer for a fashion 

magazine, told me about Vesna, of the restaurants she used to like, but no longer 

frequented.  
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I like the interior, and the food is good. . . . It’s really nice, and it’s 
interesting to watch people. It’s just spectacular. Because on the first floor, 
you can see all these posh kids, and the second floor, men with really thick 
pockets. Is that how you say it? But it’s kind of expensive, and the staff is 
not really nice. People there consider themselves, I don’t know, they’re 
being snobbish. And when you come there with a man, obviously, they 
just expect you or both of you to spend, to leave a lot of money there. 
They’re just waiting for it. They don’t care about being nice. I like some 
pretentious places—the interior, some details—but I hate pretentious 
people. I just get sick, get bored, and just want to go away after a while. 

 
Alternately, in the summer of 2007 she found a new favorite place—Café Yu. She began 

going there several times a week, either before or after going to a club. She explained that 

it was her favorite place in the city, a great pre- or after-party spot because many of her 

friends had already begun frequenting the café and because she had many a lot of people 

with whom she identified. “The people, I just know that their lifestyle is on a certain 

level. They’re not too pretentious, too snobbish. They have a way of living and enjoying 

life. They travel a lot, do some extreme sports like snowboarding. They like to try many 

things in life, experimenting. It’s the way they live, the way they talk, the way they 

travel. It makes me consider them as people who have taste.”  

 In both accounts, Dasha drew on her experiences in restaurants and her 

perceptions of the “kinds of people who” frequented them to evaluate the kinds of 

behaviors she saw there. She disdained “pretentious” people, while valuing people whom 

she believed to be “authentic.” She was explicit about which behaviors and types of 

people she valued and identified with. Restaurants were thus not only about authentic 

food and cuisine, but about authentic behavior. If restaurants in the West are also about 

food and its pleasures, in Moscow they were about evaluating ones own and others’ 

character and morality. When Dasha told me why she did not plan on staying in Moscow, 
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it was in large part the kinds of people and behaviors she saw in restaurants and clubs that 

signaled to her how izporchenny Moscow had become.  

Tsennosti [values], cultural and family both, have eroded here greatly. 
There are no traditions, no culture anymore. There’s nothing. . . . For the 
most part, people are trying to get something from you, take something 
from somewhere. They take a little from Asia, a little form Europe, a little 
from America, and they’re distracted from the fact that they have svoyo 
[their own things]. It seems to me that is scary. When you don’t have 
family traditions, no holiday traditions, just everything taken from 
somewhere else. Like Halloween. You know, everyone gets decked out 
for Halloween. It’s trendy, it’s cool. Let’s go party. But ninety percent of 
the people don’t know what it’s about. . . .The major beda [shame] for 
Russians right now is that they don’t have vkus [taste]. There’s an absolute 
lack of taste. 
 
Thus, I suggest that the claim that “Russians don’t eat in restaurants” is not a 

wholesale denial that Russians do not, in fact, eat in restaurants. Rather, it can be seen as 

an expression of ambivalence and complexity that reflected uncertainty about identity, 

selfhood, and changing values in Moscow’s contemporary consumer landscape. As 

places for the performance of class, gender, identity, cultural values, and morality, 

restaurants were contested sites. Particularly in the 1990s, restaurants were largely the 

realm of Russia’s new moneyed class, elites who had made their fortunes in the early 

years of postsocialist transformation. Although by the 2000s restaurants had expanded 

their clientele to include an emerging middle class, they never quite shed their association 

with wealth and the shady means by which some Russians were thought to have acquired 

it. Rather than having clear-cut meanings, these places served as what Patico calls 

“junctures,” sets of questions and moments of interpretation where “people consider the 

multiple implications and valences of the specific practices in which they might engage” 

(2009:208). Just as Moscow’s physical landscape continued to shift and shimmer with the 

development of the city’s consumer culture and public life, so too did people’s 
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interpretations and emotions about the directions in which their lives were moving. They 

also suggest ambivalence about these consumers’ aspirations toward middle class 

lifestyles. While restaurants served as spaces where these consumers could experiment 

with and experiences themselves as an emerging middle class (as defined not only by 

income, but by knowledge of cuisine, restaurants, and ways of eating), they also focused 

uncertainties about the cultural values attached to these new ways of being. 

Finally, it is important to remember that these distinctions and dismissals were 

told to me in direct response to my proposed research. Given my position as a foreign 

researcher interested in studying and making vyvody (conclusions) about Russia it seems 

less surprising that some of my informants would want me to understand that in spite of 

gilded sheen of public life in Moscow, the reality for the majority of the country was 

quite different. In pointing out these differences, they were perhaps also expressing their 

uncertainty about the transformations in value embodied in the sweeping changes in 

Russian culture.  

 

Strangers in a Strange Land 

It was not only that Moscow’s streets shone brighter and more colorfully with the 

burgeoning of the city’s public culture and nightlife. It was that also that public space 

itself was emerging as a site of pleasure, leisure, and convenience. Argenbright argues 

that the emergence of “convenience as a factor in daily life changes spatial interaction” 

(Argenbright 1999:10). These changes included the experience of the city’s geography 

and the new ways that people moved through it, as well as the interactions that occurred 

and the people with whom Muscovites came into contact. Moscow’s restaurants, cafes, 
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bars, and nightclubs were not only new spaces for pleasure, leisure, and convenience for 

Muscovites, but also sites of contact between foreign visitors and locals. I have already 

descried how some of these expats were hired by restaurateurs to run the kitchens of 

high-end restaurants. In other service-industry sectors, such as hotels, foreign managers 

were hired to bring their presumed knowledge and expertise to the city’s nascent service 

sector. As the financial center of the country, Moscow was also host to the offices of a 

number of foreign companies conducting business in Russia. As such, the city was also a 

temporary home to hundreds of expats who worked in both foreign and Russian 

companies.  

As Zukin argues, “specialized sites of consumption” such as restaurants are 

important sites where business decisions are made and ideas exchanged (1995:13).  

While these can never be as private as a corporate dining room, urban 
consumption spaces allow for more social interaction among business 
elites. They are more democratic, accessible spaces than old-time 
businessmen’s clubs. They open a window to the city—at least, to a 
rarified view of the city—and, to the extent they are written up in 
‘lifestyle’ magazines and consumer columns of the daily newspapers, they 
make ordinary people more aware of the elites’ cultural consumption. 
Through the media, the elites’ cultural preferences change what many 
ordinary people know about the city. (Zukin 1995:13) 
 

Zukin’s metaphor of consumption spaces as “windows to the city” reflects some of the 

processes I discussed in the section above through which public culture and the kinds of 

people and performances it enabled came to signify transformations in the city’s physical 

and symbolic landscape and in the identities of the people who moved through it. As 

“windows,” restaurants and similar sites of consumption and delectation also provided 

foreign visitors and expats with opportunities to “see” into and experience particular 

aspects of Russian culture.  
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Just as Russians consumption practices enabled them to evaluate and make claims 

about identity, status, and morality, so too did expats see Moscow’s consumer culture and 

service industry as signs of deeper dimensions of Russian culture and character. Zukin 

(1995) observes that restaurants are key sites for establishing business relations and 

making business decisions, and indeed Russian businessmen had developed a reputation 

for holding business in restaurants and clubs. Specific restaurants, such as Café Pushkin 

and Turandot were known as places where Russian businessmen took their foreign 

counterparts to introduce them to Russian culture. For the Russian businessmen, such 

excursions were meant not only to smooth relations and establish rapport, but to impress 

foreigners with the city’s wealth, glamour, and sophistication. 

Yet, if for some Russians Moscow had become a more convenient, attractive, and 

European city, for many expats these same amenities signified backwardness and 

difference. Often friends and acquaintances would share stories with me about the “rude” 

and “inhospitable” service they received in stores and restaurants in Moscow. They 

complained that restaurants were overpriced and the quality of food and drink was not 

worth the cost. Online discussion forums such as expat.ru regularly featured extended 

discussions and amusing shocking, or frustrated stories of run-ins with surly waiters and 

dishonest managers. These complaints took for granted assumptions about how 

restaurants and retail transactions were “supposed to work.” They presumed “proper” 

forms of economic exchange. Thus for them, restaurants in Moscow represented the 

deficiencies and pathologies of Russian capitalism.  

It was not only customer service and poor price-to-quality ratios that signaled the 

country’s “backwards” market. It was also the kinds of behaviors that were magnified by 
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the performative nature of such public spaces. As with the ways that Moscow was often 

represented in the Western press, the city’s expats often marveled at the displays of 

excess, wealth, and sexuality so prominent in restaurants and clubs. At times people I 

spoke with were shocked and dismayed; at other times they were bemused. Regardless of 

their take on these excesses, for many expats, particularly the men, Moscow was seen as 

a decadent playground where they could experiment with identities and practices that 

would most likely be seen as inappropriate, if not immoral, in their own countries. 

Restaurants and clubs in Moscow were seen as spaces where morals and expectations 

were more relaxed. Thus, while on the one hand Moscow’s consumer culture was seen as 

a “flawed,” “backwards,” or “less developed” form of capitalism—a capitalism that was 

“behind” Europe and America, but nonetheless on a linear path—on the other hand, it 

was also seen as a place with fewer social restrictions, a city with the kind of freedom 

that only money and power could buy. In Moscow, expats felt freer to experiment with 

identities and lifestyles that they could not as easily have at home. 

  While expats often complained that restaurants were overpriced, lacked 

quality, and provided poor service, these places also provided them with 

opportunities for feeling closer to home. Certain pubs and restaurants in Moscow 

were frequented by expats and were known to be places where particular groups 

congregated. English and Irish pubs, for example, were popular gathering places 

for expats seeking a slice of home. These were seen as familiar places, where the 

décor, food, drinks, and music, if not the service, were similar to home. Purnima 

Mankeker’s study of Indian grocery stores in the San Francisco Bay Area shows 

how these stores provided sensual nodes of home and community for the area’s 
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diasporic Indian community. Thus places like the Starlight Diner, an American-

style diner that served hamburgers and milkshakes, was one of the few places 

many Americans could go to feel closer to home.  

 

An Uncontrollable Urge to Talk About Food 

Post-Soviet Moscow offered Russians many new chances and sites to speak about 

the new political, economic, and social worlds in which they found themselves. Nancy 

Reis' (1997) exploration of Russian Talk found that stories, narratives, jokes, and 

conversation constituted a larger cultural ritual through which Russians made sense of 

and contested the meanings and values during the tumutuous years of perestroika. These 

forms of talking in all their manifestations were “a markedly significant domain of value 

creation” (Ries 1997:21). In the post-Soviet years, as Alaina Lemon (2000), Jennifer 

Patico (2005, 2008), and Tomas Matza (2009) have discussed, various forms of talk and 

discourse have represented both forms of agency through which Russians negotiated and 

made claims about postsocialist transformations and techniques through which new types 

of “selves” were fashioned and contested. Lemon’s analysis explores the ways that the 

Moscow metro served as a “place-trope” allowing people to ground perspectives on 

change and stability through depictions of a physical place. Patico (2005, 2008) examines 

how evaluations of the relative quality of imported or local products provided consumers 

with opportunities to comment on and evaluate their own and others’ relative positions 

and standing in Russia’s new consumer culture. And Matza (2009) discusses how the 

emergence of radio and television “self-help” and psychology talk-shows became part of 
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the “subject-making projects” through which new neoliberal subjects and subjectivities 

were produced or contested. 

In 2007, the restaurant/club/art gallery ArteFAQ began hosting a monthly event 

called Gastrolalia. Held on the second Thursday of the month, Gastrolalia was a series of 

special dinners that combined food, lecture, and entertainment—“infotainment,” as Lidia, 

one of the event’s creators and hosts described it to me. Lidia was a Ukrainian-born 

writer who had moved to Moscow from Israel in the mid-1990s. Genia, her co-host and 

co-creator, was a literary critic, former journalist and teacher, and one of ArteFAQ’s 

owners. Neither Lidia nor Genia was an expert in food or a professional cook. Both 

professed a love for cuisine, but had neither had any formal training in its preparation. As 

intellectuals, however, Lidia and Genia had long-standing fascinations with food as an 

intellectual topic. As they described it to me, the idea for Gastrolalia came to them 

randomly and spontaneously. Lidia explained the genesis of the lecture series 

So one day I was sitting with Genia, and they were, they had just opened 
the club days before. And I said, darling, what I want to do is go and learn 
some cooking. Seriously, like seriously. . . . I said to Genia, I want to go 
and learn. And he asked me what for. And I said maybe one day I’ll be a 
cook. . . . But he said being a cook is so boring. You can’t imagine, you do 
all the same things over and over again. It’s not fun. And I said, well, then 
wouldn’t it be fun if I could cook personally for a few people and tell them 
stores about food, because otherwise, it’s just eating. That’s it. That’s how 
we came up with the idea.  

 
Genia’s version was more concise, but nonetheless emphasized the spontaneous emersion 

of the idea. “We love to talk pretty much about anything, and several times we’ve made 

plays out of it . . . and so when I started telling her I wanted to explore some kind of 

culinary activity, she quickly suggested learning to cook. . . . We both really love to cook 
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. . . We don’t cook the same, but we have similar culinary principles. And, well, the result 

was that, we wanted to talk to each other, and to talk to people, and to feed people.”  

In spite of the ostensibly spontaneous nature of the idea, the timing of Gastrolalia 

was quite telling. During the time of my fieldwork Muscovites also had unprecedented 

opportunities and forums for discussing and experimenting with new ways of eating. 

There was the weekly Kukhni Taini (Kitchen Secrets) show on Ekho Moskvy (The Echo 

of Moscow) radio station that invited listeners to call in with their questions, comments, 

and stories pertaining to food, cuisine, and restaurants both as general topics and as 

specific Moscow trends. The website of food magazine Gastronom had a forum where 

readers could ask questions about and discuss recipes, various ingredients and products, 

cooking techniques, stores and markets, and food-related issues such as dieting, family 

meals, and dinner parties. Live Journal, a highly popular online community and personal 

blog site, featured a number of groups devoted to discussing food, including a 

particularly lively community called kitchen_nax (nakhbeing  a short form of the word 

for “fuck”), where members had lively discussions and heated debates about the “proper” 

and “authentic” recipes for foreign cuisine, the best methods of using and cooking 

particular foods and ingredients, and the food and service or particular restaurants in 

Moscow, as well as bragging about particularly successful culinary feats. Moreover, 

Moscow had begun to host a range of annual food-related events, including expos, 

exhibits, festivals, and competitions. Although many of these were targeted at industry 

professionals, they were often attended by ordinary Russians curious to explore this new 

world of foods, ingredients, cuisines, cooking practices, and kitchen appliances. If there 

was ever an opportune moment for an event such as Gastrolalia, this was it.  
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ArteFAQ’s website explained the event in this way. 

To the familiar ‘gastro-‘ we decided to attach ‘-lalia’—‘the uncontrollable 
urge to talk about…’ The series of ‘Gastrolalia’ evenings are designed for 
those who value the opportunity to not only eat tasty food, but to also 
watch the preparation of food with their own eyes and, in the process, to 
enjoy culinary stories, excursions through the history of gastronomy, 
ancient facts from the culinary realm (appetizing and not very appetizing), 
commentaries about recipes, and other special aspects of food (ArteFAQ). 

 
Each event featured a multi-course dinner, drinks, and dessert organized around a 

common theme. For example, the first event was called “Immoral Food” and 

focused on topics such as food and sex, the ethics of eating, and cannibalism. 

“Food and Horror, or the Cuisine of Cinematography” featured discussions and 

examples of the use of food in movies. In “Nibble and Lick, or, Food as Game,” 

the hosts and audience reminisced about and recreated the games they played as 

children through the medium of food. Lidia and Genia narrated the event, taking 

turns preparing food and engaging the audience in lively and humorous 

discussions of various aspects of the evening’s topics. The food that the audience 

ate was prepared by ArteFAQ’s chef, while on stage the hosts prepared smaller 

sample versions of the dishes, often with the participation of members of the 

audience.  

 Eating, however, was not the main focus of Gastrolalia. Rather, it was the 

talk and performance surrounding the food that at its core. Take, for example, the 

first theme of the series: Immoral Food. The theme revolved around ethical and 

moral issues raised by eating. The discussion jumped across time and space, 

touching on sexuality and gender-related food restrictions in seventeenth-century 

Europe, the ethics of vegetarianism, proper ways of cooking family meals in post-
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World War II America, cannibalism, and illicit substances. The first topic was 

food and gender. Lidia explained that “until the middle of the seventeenth-century 

it was believed that the consumption of meat by women was an issue of morality 

because meat aroused in women, not in men, but in women, uncontrollable sexual 

desire, which is why women literally didn’t eat meat at all.” Lidia and Genia 

explained when women were served meat, it was served in small portions and 

limited only to certain animals, such as fowl. From there discussion turned to 

vegetarianism and the ethics of eating meat, which began with a reference to the 

Disney cartoon Bambi. Lidia explained that the release of the film sparked 

something called “the Bambi syndrome” in many viewers, who decided to stop 

eating meat after watching the film, and shared the story of a friend of hers who 

did the same thing after watching the movie as a child. She also talked about the 

belief that Hitler was a vegetarian in order to raise questions about the dilemmas 

and contradictions between morality and eating meat. From there, discussion 

turned to the questions of propriety and class. In addition to issues of sexuality 

and morality, explained the hosts, food was also tied to questions of etiquette and 

assumptions about family relations. The example Genia and Lidia used to 

illustrate these issues was the tactics used by industrial food companies in post-

World War II United States to help convince women to accept and use canned 

foods. Lidia noted that during that era it was considered the moral duty of a wife 

to cook “three square meals” a day for her family, from scratch. With the advent 

of canned foods, producers found themselves with the challenge of selling 

prepared foods to a market that saw them as dereliction of duty. The solution that 
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these companies came up with, explained Lidia, was a campaign that told women 

it was acceptable to use canned foods if they “doctored” and “glamorized” 

them—that is, added their own homemade and “exotic” touches to the food.  

 
FIGURE 28: Banned Columbian coco-liquer and powdered sugar stand in 
for “immoral foods.” 

 
 

 These discussions marked the first two courses of the dinner. With each 

part of the discussion, servers brought out the accompanying dishes. These, for 

the most part, bore little direct historic or cultural connection to the topics at hand. 

Rather, the dishes served to illustrate the discussions. For example, the first 

course, used to illustrate the issue of meat and sexuality, was beef carpaccio, 

which was served only to the women in the audience. For the discussion of 

canned foods, Lidia and Genia made four different various of Campbell’s canned 
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tomato soup, a produce that for them symbolized Americana. With the help of 

members of the audience, they “doctored” and “glamorized” the soup by making 

one version with cream; one with mint, basil, and tarragon; one with shrimp; and 

one with citrus zest. For dessert, which dealt with illicit foods and beverages, they 

served a Columbian coco-liqueur called Agwa, which had been banned in some 

countries, along with small glass mirrors, straws, and powdered sugar to suggest 

cocaine. At the “Food and Horror” Gastrolalia, for example, they served tiny 

portions of calve brain to help illustrate a scene from the movie Red Dragon in 

which the famous cannibal Hannibal Lecter eats the brains of one of his victims. 

At the Gastrolalia focused on children’s games, they bobbed for applies and made 

animals out of food. 

 The audience at the Gastrolalia events I attended was not just a random 

assortment of curios diners. Many of them were friends and acquaintances of 

Lidia’s and Genia’s, people from similar social circles and backgrounds. These 

were, as Lidia called them, “the children of intelligentsia.” Many of them had 

known one another for years, having previously frequented and socialized at 

Project OGI, a café, literary salon, and semi-official bookstore that opened in 

1999. Project OGI, which stood for Obedinennoe Gumaitarnoe Izdatelstvo 

(United Humanities Publishing House), was in its day a popular gathering place 

for Moscow’s artistic and intellectual community. Lidia told me about 

discovering OGI when she first arrived in Moscow.  

It was a salon. We weren’t there for the food. The food was as terrible as it 
is now, probably even more terrible. We were there for poetry and books. 
We were the first. We were practically living there. Nearly every 
significant poet working in Russia today read there. . . . . The important 
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thing was that people came there culture. But people wanted to eat, too, 
and they were ready. Most of them were poor, but they were ready to pay 
something, to eat anything. 

 
Genia elaborated at length on the significance of OGI for him and the city’s post-

Soviet intelligentsia. 

somewhere. I had just happened to have broken up with my first wife, was 
living alone, and cooking for myself was pleasant and interesting, but not 
every day. So I would go there to eat, but second, because the new owners 
they were very eager to meet and make contact with their visitors. And 
this was frighteningly novel! Because in the Soviet Union, imagine the 
director coming out to welcome you. I understand that that sounds crazy 
because that’s the way it’s supposed to be. It’s the norm in the rest of the 
world, but in the Soviet Union it was prohibited. . . . Aside from that, 
because every day the same people would gather there. These were people 
who were very open and sociable. They were journalists, photographers, 
writers, and at that time there were also office clerks, marketologists, 
people who worked in advertising, and so on. . . . It was a community of 
people who just liked to see each other. If they only see each other once a 
week or once a month, it doesn’t change that because it’s pleasant. . . . 
And gradually, at first you became a familiar face, and then, since 
everyone met the director, then gradually the director in his turn 
introduces them to everyone else. . . . And what did people do there? They 
did pretty much the same things they did in a kitchen. They talked politics, 
talked contemporary art, discussed new books, discussed new films. They 
exchanged and showed their own work. This was also during the time 
when the main forms of the internet were being established, so 
photographers could for the first time show things on their notebooks, and 
so on. And aside from all that, since this was a very new form, and this 
gave it a special drive, a lot of people fell in love and a lot of people 
entered into these short-term romantic partnerships, yes? . . . And that kind 
of socializing is not really easy in a kitchen, right? But this, it kind of gave 
the ability of being in public for a while. . . And that really allowed people 
to do things differently. And everyone eagerly and actively used this. All 
the romance of an entire generation of Muscovites took place in that genre 
of the café. 

  

In his account, Genia traced the genealogy of ArteFAQ from those humble 

beginnings of OGI. The people who opened ArteFAQ saw themselves as part of 

that same community. ArteFAQ, in fact, was one of several restaurants frequented 
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by Moscow’s artists and intellectuals. These restaurants included off-shoots of the 

original OGI, such as Café Bilingua, which combined a café with a performance 

space and a bookstore. There were also Zhan-Zhak, Kvartira 44, and Mayak, all 

three of which were owned by the same restaurateurs. Mayak, for example, was 

originally a buffet located above the Mayakovsky theater and used to serve as a 

dining hall for the theater’s actors, directors, and staff. It had since been 

transformed into a full-service restaurant that was considered one of the social 

centers of the city’s creative class of musicians, artists, performers, directors, 

photographers, and journalists. On most nights these restaurants were host to 

lively gatherings of these creative types, socializing, toasting, eating, and singing 

songs late into the night.  

 What is significant about these groups who established friendships and 

socialized regularly in these restaurants is that they shared many things in 

common with the owners of the restaurants. As with Genia and Lidia, producers 

and consumers shared a common culture and lifestyle. And it was people from 

this community who were among the first packed audiences for the Gastrolalia 

lectures. Lidia explained that the attraction here, too, was not so much the food, 

but the excitement and novelty of being able to engage in such intellectual 

exploration and play. Incomes had risen since those early days and many of those 

starving artists and writers had since achieved a certain level of security. “We 

never thought about spending life in this way. So we have our heritage, and 

education, and our interest in knowledge, but at the same time we have our 

salaries and our lifestyles and our interest in good stuff.”  
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 Although Gastrolalia was in many respects a unique event, it spoke both to 

the prominent role that food had come to play in people’s imaginations and 

lifestyles, as well as to the new role that restaurants had come to occupy in the 

lives of some Muscovites. In this respect, such places allowed Russian consumers 

to imagine themselves part of both a local and a global community of consumers 

and intellectuals participating in, as Genia and Lidia saw it, the “normal” public 

life offered by restaurants and cafes in Europe and the US. At the same time, 

these places allowed particular groups of Russians to recognize and produce 

themselves as belonging to a class of postsocialist intellectuals who shared similar 

values, worldviews, and lifestyles. Restaurants were thus places for the 

production of both social and cultural difference and similarity.  

  

A Table With a View 

While restaurants, along with clothing boutiques, modern grocery stores, and 

other retail spaces, were part of a new consumer landscape that made Moscow’s streets 

shine brighter and more colorfully, public spaces of food consumption offered consumers 

opportunities for imaginary travel and play that other consumer spaces could not. In 

millennial Moscow restaurants offered mutli-sensory environments that allowed 

consumers to hear, taste, smell, and experience a variety of times, places, and virtual 

worlds, as well chances to experience the city in novel ways.  
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FIGURE 29: A sprawling view of Moscow from the men’s toilet in Red 
Bar, located on the 27th floor of the new Bashnya 2000 office tower. 
(http://www.urinal.net/red_bar/) 

 
 

Argenbright’s (1999) and Boym’s (1994) analyses both note the importance of 

“seeing” in enabling the emergence of Moscow’s new public culture. Their example of 

McDonald’s bright colors, walls of glass, and outdoor dining suggests that restaurants 

were not only part of the transformation of the pace of everyday life in Moscow, but of 

how consumers viewed and experienced the city’s landscape. An increasingly popular 

trend in design and location was to open restaurants on the top floors of the city’s tallest 

buildings. Each summer newspapers, magazines, and websites complied listings of the 

seasons most notable restaurants with views and verandas. Places such as Sky Lounge on 

the 21st floor of the Academy of Science; Café Sky Bar atop the five-star Swissotel; 
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Kalina Bar, located on the top floor of a newly built shopping and business center; The 

Ritz Carlton’s O2 Lounge, which opened up onto a view of Manezhnaya Ploshchad and 

the Kremlin; and Red Bar, set on the 24th floor of the new business center Bashnia 2000, 

all offered sweeping vistas of Moscow. Such views became part of the experience, if not 

the main attraction, of dining in these restaurants, allowing guests to “feel oneself cut off 

from the world and yet the owner of the world” (Barthes 1964:250). That these spaces 

packaged the city landscape for consumption was something highlighted by certain 

design features, such as the men’s bathroom at Red Bar, which featured a wall made 

entirely of glass in front of the urinals, or the wall of picture windows at the chic 

Japanese restaurant Yoko, each of which framed the Cathedral of Christ the Savior across 

the street like a postcard. On several occasions friends and acquaintances suggested 

meeting for drinks at one of these restaurants in order to showcase the “new” Moscow of 

which these places offered a view.  

While these restaurants literally offered new ways of seeing and experiencing the 

city, other restaurants suggested more imaginary forms of travel. One of the most 

prominent of these forms of imaginary travel was travel into the past. In post-Soviet 

Russia, as in many postsocialist countries, the collapse of the Soviet Union was followed 

by a swelling tide of nostalgia for both the Soviet and imperial pasts (Boym 1994, 2001; 

Sabonis-Chafee 1999). Particularly in major cities such as Moscow and St. Petersburg, 

transformations in the physical and symbolic urban landscape spoke of broader politics of 

memory as streets, monuments, memorials, and reconstructions of historic buildings and 

places drew the past into the present. Leningrad became St. Petersburg once again, 

reverting to its pre-revolutionary name. Statues to Peter I, Alexander Nevsky, and 
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Alexander Pushkin arose to commemorate major figures from Russia’s imperial past. In 

Moscow, the Cathedral of Christ the Savior, demolished by Stalin in the 1940s to make 

room for the never-completed Palace of the Soviets was reconstructed in 1994 (in a 

decision made in secret by Mayor Yuri Luzkhov) as an exact replica. Statues of Stalin, 

Dzerzhinsky, and Marx that were toppled and defaced after the attempted coup in 1991 

were resurrected as “artistic” and “historic” artifacts, cleaned of their graffiti and their 

ideology and set to pasture among the carvings of Lenin, Marx, and Brezhnev in a 

discrete corner of the garden behind the Central House of Artists.  

Against the backdrop of these state-sponsored attempts to dislodge the Soviet past 

from the physical and symbolic landscapes of the cities (Boym 2001), pop-cultural and 

commercial revivals of the past suggested a more playful, ironic, and kitschy nostalgia. 

For example, a New Year’s Eve party in Moscow ushered in 204 with a $500-per-person 

celebration of the “good old” Soviet times with actors portraying Soviet leaders and 

Soviet-era singers replaying hits from the past (Danilova 2003). Music compilations with 

titles like “The Best of Soviet Restaurant Music 1975-1976” and “Old Songs About the 

Most Important Things” were popular hits (Sabonis-Chafee 1999). Soviet-style fashion 

and furniture were hot commodities in Moscow’s new boutique stores.  



254 

 
FIGURE 30: The interior of the Yolki-Palki chain of Russian restaurants, 
with its village-themed interior and telega (cart) of traditional zakuski 
(appetizers). 

 
 

Although by the time I entered the field this trend of commodified post-Soviet 

nostalgia had begun to wane somewhat, it nonetheless showed no signs of disappearing. 

If fashion and furnishings had moved on towards more contemporary aesthetics, in the 

realm of food the past was still very much open to imaginative travel. I have already 

described restaurants such as Café Pushkin and Shinok, which recreated Russia’s 

imperial grandeur and idyllic scenes of pastoral life. Along with these high-end 

restaurants were places such as Tsarskoe Okhota (Tsarist Hunt), designed in the style of 

an imperial hunting lodge, and GlavPivTorg, an interpretation of a Soviet ministry from 

the 1960s. With the burgeoning of the restaurant industry came more affordable and 

accessible opportunities for culinary nostalgia. The popular Yolki-Palki chain of family-
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style restaurants was decorated like a Russian village, complete with an all-you-can-eat 

buffet of traditional Russian zakuski (appetizers) served on a large wooden cart. Beer-hall 

Zhiguli, named after the brand of Soviet-era car still driven by many Russians, featured 

decorations, photographs, beer mugs, and music from the Soviet-era. Still other 

restaurants transported diners to the worlds of familiar and favorite movies from the 

Soviet era. Restaurants such as Beloye Solntse Pustyni, Kavakazkaya Plenitsa, and 

Pakrovskie Varota recreated scenes and environments from the movies of the same name.  

One of the newest additions to the city’s landscape of culinary nostalgia came in 

2007 with the opening of Gastronom No. 1 in GUM (Glavny Universalny Magazin, or 

Main Department Store). Dating back to the late 1800s and once Moscow’s main 

department store in the Soviet Union (and the only store that did not suffer from 

shortages of goods), in the post-Soviet years GUM had been transformed into a sparkling 

arcade of upscale clothing boutiques and perfumeries. Gastronom No. 1 was the latest 

addition to the mall, a recreation of the original grocery store, which in the Soviet years 

was located on the opposite side of the building. In contrast to the Eliseevsky store, 

which was restored to its pre-revolutionary grandeur in 2004 and carried a large 

assortment of imported products, Gastronom No. 1 featured a unique selection of foods 

from the Soviet era. In addition to the imported fruits, vegetables, meats, fish, and 

cheeses, the store offered nostalgic and fondly-familiar Soviet labels of canned fish and 

meats, fresh-squeezed juices in Soviet-era bottles, and tea packaged in a box with a 

picture of an elephant on it. The store even featured a Soviet-style soda fountain that 

served syrup-flavored sodas just as in the Soviet Union, minus the communal cups from 

which people drank.  
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In their capacity as specialized sites for dining and sociality, such places provided 

opportunities for Russians to reminisce about the past in the context of a consumer-

oriented present. In the weeks and months following the opening of Gastronom No. 1, for 

example, the store was often filled with Russians snapping pictures of the familiar labels 

and foods from their childhood. In restaurants such as Pakrovskie Varota (opened in 

2006), which was designed to resemble the communal apartment that was the setting for 

the beloved Soviet-era movie of the same name, guests could not only enjoy favorite and 

familiar Soviet-era comfort foods, but could also dine while listening to music from the 

1950s and surround themselves with references to the movie, including well-known 

quotes from the movie, framed pictures of the characters on the wall, bathrooms that 

resembled those in a communal apartment, and a fishbowl on the bar with a goldfish 

named after one of the film's characters. I dined at the restaurant one evening with a small 

group of Russian friends who enjoyed pointing out and recognizing the movie references 

embedded in the restaurant's design. Many of the dishes on the menu were ones they 

recalled from childhood, and as we ate they commented on how well the restaurant's 

cuisine held up against their mothers' or grandmothers' recipes. (By all accounts the food 

was acceptable but was no match for the flavors of childhood.) 

Some restaurants took the nostalgia theme one step further by offereing 

recreations of historic dishes, meals, and dinners. One fascinating example was 1 Red 

Square One, a restaurant housed in the Russian State Historical Museum. Unlike many of 

the other historically-themed restaurants in Moscow, 1 Red Square eschewed the kitschy 

Disney-themed décor for simple white walls with framed menus from historic dinners. 

This was a deliberate design decision made by Sergei, the restaurant's owner, in order to 
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lend the space a certain degree of seriousness. 1 Red Square was unique among the city's 

restaurants not only because of its location in the national museum (which, when first 

opened, stirred controversy for placing a commerial establishment in a cultural 

institution), but because of its special historic dinners. Several times throughout the year 

the restaurant organized special multi-course dinners and lectures in one of the museum's 

main halls. The restaurant's chef and owner worked closely with historians from the 

museum to research special dinners, feasts, and dishes from the 18th and 19th centuries. 

Based on detailed archival research into menus and private letters and diaries written by 

people who attended these dinners, the chef and historians worked to develop recipes and 

dishes that approximated the taste and presentation described in those documents. At the 

historic dinners, which cost $200 per person, historians discussed each invidual dish, its 

historic context, and the significance of the particular state or personal dinner where it 

was served. They also presented and discussed specific dishes, utensils, and serving ware 

from the museum's archives, focusing on the significance of their aesthetics, design, and 

use. So serious were these collaborations that in 2005, with the help of the publishing 

house of the famous Russian filmmaker and nationalist Nikita Mikhailkov, the Sergei and 

the historians published a expensive, high-quality hardcover book detailing the dining 

habits of Russian nobility and royalty from the late 18th to the early 19th century. Filled 

with archival photographs of noble and royal dinners, menus, plates, and other artifacts 

from the museum's archives, the book was dedicated to honoring and commemorating 

Russia's aristochratic history and tradition—an implicitly political statement, given the 

publisher's own highly-public nationalism and desire to regain the country's “lost” 

imperial might. 
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One example of the kind of detailed and painstaking research that went into these 

meals was a recipe for black bread ice cream that the restaurant's chef developed in 

collaboration with the archivists. In their research they had come across a diary entry 

describing a dessert that was served at a military dinner in honor of Saint Gregory during 

the reign of Catherine II. Never having heard of black bread ice cream, Sergei, his chef, 

and the archivists decided to attempt to recreate the dish as accurately as possible. It took 

them a year to develop the recipe as they searched for more descirptions or mention of 

the dessert in the archives and attempted to gleen what the dish might have looked like. 

The finished dish was a study in culinary symbolism. According to the descriptions in the 

archives, the dessert was originally designed to resemble the ribbon of Saint Gregory, 

which was the official ribbon of the imperial military, and was apparently served with a 

physalis. With this in mind, the chef and historians laid the ice cream, which had a unique 

consistency somewhere between soft bread and creamy ice cream, in wavy rows of 

brown and orange—the colors of the ribbon of Saint Gregory. At the top of the plate was 

a wall of spun sugar that represented barricades. Near it was a physalis, its bright orange 

bulb and leafy tail representing a bomb. And on the plate the chef had drawn a scabbard 

and a rifle in chocolate sauce. I happened to be drinking coffee and chatting with Sergei, 

the owner, when he presented the finished dish to the historian who had conducted most 

of the research that went into it. She was so amazed by how it had turned it that she began 

to cry while eating it. Although she later explained that the reason she cried had to do 

with personal issues she was experiencing at the time, she noted that seeing and tasting 

the finished product of an entire year of work was a cathartic experience. 
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FIGURE 31: Black bread ice cream presented in the colors of the Russian 
army ribbon, with symbolic physalis bomb, spun sugar wall, and chocolate 
saber and rifle. 

 
 

Although nostalgic, historically-themed restaurants and food experiences were 

readily available and increasingly affordable, by the mid-2000s they were rapidly being 

replaced with foreign cuisines. By my arrival, culinary nostalgia was not quite as 

prominent as it was in the early 2000s. Instead, Moscow's restaurant industry had begun 

to branch out toward more worldly cuisines. Japanese cuisine, and sushi in particular, was 

overwhelmingly popular, often available along with Italian and Russian dishes on many 

restaurant and coffeehouse menus. So ubiquitous were sushi rolls in Moscow that some 

Muscovites had begun to joke that sushi was becoming the new Russian cuisine. At one 

point I received an email from a friend with photographs of “Soviet sushi.” The email had 

apparently been circulating through various personal pages on Live Journal. It featured a 
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number of foods typically considered part of “Soviet” cuisine presented in the style of 

sushi rolls, including ingredients such as pickles, peas, seliodka (pickled herring), eggs, 

potatoes, beets, and mayonnaise. Although the images were ostensibly meant as a parody, 

they suggested the degree to which this cuisine had been “domesticated” into the capital’s 

culinary repertoire. At the same time, these images also suggested the degree to which 

Moscow’s culinary culture had been penetrated by and infused with foreign cuisines, 

food practices, and experiences, becoming an increasingly cosmopolitan dining 

landscape.  

 Caldwell observed that “throughout the twentieth century, when Russians’ 

abilities to travel abroad were limited by government restrictions and their own personal 

finances, food travel offered a unique means to experience foreign cultures” (2006:97). 

Her use of the notion of food travel drew on the idea of “culinary tourism” to examine the 

ways that food serves “as a medium through which consumers traverse global 

boundaries,” complicating configurations of space and time and mediating “distinctions 

between past and present, distance and nearness, local and foreign” (2006:99-100). Such 

imaginary travel and cross-cultural encounters were phenomenon also observed by 

Turgeon and Pastinelli (2002) in their study of ethnic restaurants in Quebec City. 

Turgeon and Pastinelli argue that ethnic restaurants “represent microspaces for 

intercultural contact, deterritorialized places where diners can see and touch, even 

consume the culture of the other on home ground” (2002:257). By 2007, however, many 

more Russians were not only interested in travel, but had the means to fulfill their 

interests. As more Russians were able to travel, restaurants and grocery stores in Moscow 

provided opportunities not only to experience cultures of which consumers did not have 
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first-hand knowledge, but to remember and re-experience the flavors and memories of 

their own trips abroad. Restaurants were thus not only spaces of encounter with the 

familiar past or with exotic others; they were also opportunities for returning to places 

already traveled.  

This was not necessarily a new development. Throughout the 1990s, when dining 

out was far beyond the means of most Russians, restaurants were largely the playgrounds 

of Moscow’s elites. Many of these elites had already begun to travel regularly to places 

such as France and Italy. In those times when they were at home, restaurants offered 

opportunities to continue eating and experiencing those other cultures. Such encounters 

were regularly described to me by chefs and restaurateurs, who often filled requests from 

customers wanting food they had eaten abroad. In some cases, these requests were the 

impetus for early experimentations with menus and cuisine in restaurants such as 

Nostalzhi, which ultimately added them to their regular repertoire. By 2007, the 

confluence of rising incomes and more affordable dining options meant that consumers 

with relatively more modest means could engage in similar culinary tourism. There were 

two dimensions to such food-based travel. On the one hand, as with the informants 

discussed in Caldwell’s work, restaurants offered opportunities for encounters with 

foreign cuisines and cultures. On the other hand, restaurants offering cuisines from 

countries to which people had already traveled provided opportunities not only for 

remembering those eating experiences, but also for negotiating claims of authenticity and 

taste.  

This was illustrated on several occasions by Russian friends who had traveled 

regularly and often to Italy. Tamara, a 34-year-old employee in US Department of 
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Agriculture’s Moscow office, was married to an Italian man. Dasha, whom I mentioned 

above, was involved in a long-distance relationship with an Italian man. Both of them 

regularly traveled to Italy and listed Italian food as among their favorite cuisines. On 

separate occasions I dined with Tamara and Dasha at new Italian restaurants, and during 

each of those dinners my dinner companions commented on the “authenticity” of the 

food we ate. One evening Tamara and I ate dinner at a new Italian restaurant that had just 

opened in one of the city’s residential neighborhoods. Decorated with faux-frescos and a 

replica of the famous Bocca della Verita sculpture, the restaurant billed itself as a family-

style trattoria. During the course of our meal, Tamara commented on how well the cooks 

had executed the various dishes we ordered, comparing them with the food that she ate 

during her travels in Italy. For the most part, the dinner failed to live up to her 

expectations. The pasta was not al dente enough; the sauces lacked the flavor (vkus, 

which also translates as taste) of Italian products. On another occasion, Masha, a 26-year-

old who worked in marketing, was telling me about one of her favorite restaurants in the 

city, an Italian restaurant called Roberto. “I like it because it’s a cozy place and food is 

like in Italy. It makes no difference if you are in Italy or if you go to this place. It’s 

always full of Italian people, and the food is, the chef I think is Italian, and the owner, 

and they know their cuisine. It’s just like in Italy.” Indeed, Italian food was Masha’s 

favorite cuisine. One evening she invited me and several other friends to her apartment 

for dinner. Her plan was to cook us a small Italian meal inspired by some of her favorite 

dishes—caprese salad and pasta bolognese. Earlier that day she had gone to three 

different grocery stores in search of the “proper” ingredients. At Globus Gourmet, an 

expensive boutique grocery store, she managed to finally find all the ingredients she was 
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searching for—arugula, mozzarella, Di Cecco pasta, and Italian olive oil. Although these 

ingredients had certainly come at a price, as Globus Gourmet was notoriously expensive, 

she was proud that she would be able to cook us a meal that approached “authenticity.” 

Over dinner she explained that she only bought Di Cecco pasta, when she could find it, 

because it was the only kind available in the city’s stores that had pravilny vkus (the right 

taste). In these examples, restaurants and food served not only as mnemonic devices for 

remembering and returning to past travels, but also as opportunities for representing and 

enacting distinction and identity. In choosing particular restaurants and judging certain 

foods and dishes as “proper” and “authentic,” Tamara and Masha demonstrated their 

worldliness and sophistication through their ability to discern the quality of a foreign 

cuisine (Bourdieu 1984).  

 

The Politics of Pleasure 

The discernment and sophistication enacted by Tamara and Dasha, however, are 

not reducible to the class-based forms of distinction outlined by Bourdieu (1984). For 

Bourdieu, taste is “class culture turned into nature,” an embodied “principle of 

classification which governs all forms of incorporation, choosing and modifying 

everything that the body ingests and digests and assimilates” (Bourdieu 1984:190). Yet, 

while this framework is well suited for describing social reproduction and gradual 

change, his notions of habitus and the predictable dispositions it engenders are less 

equipped for accounting for situations of “abrupt and unpredictable ruptures in the social 

universe” (Yurchak 2000:413), such in post-Soviet Russia. In such contexts the 

predictable ways of being in and using the body give way to improvisation and 
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experimentation. The pleasures and perils of experimenting with new tastes and eating 

practices are also forms of agency through which consumers forge new identities and 

make claims about the existing social order. 

The food experiences available to middle-class Muscovites and the choices they 

made at times represented attempts to experiment with and produce new identities and 

ways of being, rather than simply reproducing previous habits and values. This was 

evident in the ways that Tamara and Masha explained their fondness for Italian cuisine. 

Tamara told me that she had come to prefer Italian cuisine over Russian cuisine. “It’s not 

that I don’t eat Russian food anymore, it’s just that it seems to me that Italian cuisine is 

healthier than Russian cuisine. Italian cuisine is lighter, the ingredients are fresher. The 

portions are smaller. When Italians cook, they make enough for the meal. They don’t 

stuff themselves. Russians, they’ll make a giant pot of borsch that will sit on the 

balcony.”  

Interestingly, I heard much the same explanation following an Italian cooking 

class I took in April, 2007. Held in the tiny kitchen of a small Mediterranean seafood 

restaurant and taught by an Italian chef who was less-than fluent in Russian, the three-

hour class was attended by eight people. We spent most of the time in the kitchen 

listening and taking notes as the chef discussed and demonstrated cooking techniques. 

There were opportunities for each student to practice making their own dish, as well. 

Much of what the chef discussed in the class, however, was not just how to cook dishes, 

but how ingredients should taste. He spoke at length about the “proper” taste of fresh 

tomatoes and bell peppers and lamented that “good” tomatoes and peppers were quite 

difficult to find in Moscow. He allowed the class to taste the products and ingredients he 
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had imported in order to convey the sensory difference. Following the cooking portion of 

the class, our group sat down to eat the food that we had made. While eating I spoke to 

the students about why they had decided to take the class. Several of them explained that 

they enjoyed cooking and wanted to expand their knowledge and to add variety to the 

meals they cooked for their families. When I asked them why they decided to learn 

Italian cuisine, they all agreed that it was currently the most popular cuisine in Moscow. 

One woman explained that while she had eaten macaroni as a child, it was not until she 

had “real” Italian food in a restaurant that she realized how liokhky (light) and  svezhy 

(fresh) it was. She noted that she had read an article about Mediterranean diets being 

healthier and decided that she wanted to feed her family healthier foods.  

 Rather than simply expressing a preference for Italian cuisine, these people were 

also critiquing Russian eating habits and by extension a particular way of being in and 

using the body. Echoing the perspectives expressed by some of the restaurateurs and 

chefs I discussed in the previous chapters, they aligned themselves with a more European 

sensibility and values not simply through her choices of food, cuisine, and dining, but at 

the level of the body. Their preference for Italian cuisine suggested a deeper notion about 

the ethics of eating. In the mid-2000s notions of healthy eating and organic food were 

only just beginning to emerge in Moscow’s food-related public discourse. There were as 

of yet only a couple stores that sold organic foods and in my conversations with Russian 

consumers there was much doubt as to the reliability of those products. Nonetheless, it 

was in part because of the increased presence of and access to new discourses about food 

and the body and opportunities to explore those ways of eating and using the body that 

Russian consumers were becoming increasingly health conscious.  
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FIGURE 32: Audiences attending a food competition photograph the 
entries. 
 
 
These opportunities were not only in eating in restaurants, but in the broader 

foodscape that was emerging around and closely tied to restaurants. This included not 

only the various discourses circulating through print and broadcast media, but also things 

such as cooking classes, cooking shows, and food industry expos. It was at these 

spectacles of gastronomy where many Russian consumers were exposed to and began to 

learn about new foods, ingredients, technologies, and cooking practices. Yet, not every 

Russian was as accepting of new food practices or eager to depart from their familiar 

foods. At the same Food Show I discussed in Chapter 4 was a booth for the boutique 

grocery chain, Globus Gourmet. Throughout the day the booth offered demonstrations 

and tastings of various foods and ingredients, from Italian olive oils and balsamic 

vinegars to French cheeses. One tasting featured several types of prosciutto. The tasting 

was hosted by Alexei Zimin, one of Moscow’s best known food and restaurant critics, 



267 

who also had a regular column in the Vedomosti newspaper. Zimin spoke to the crowd 

about the origins, production methods, and various flavor profiles of this “delicate,” 

“luxurious” ham. At the conclusion of his presentation, he offered tastings to the crowd. 

One elderly woman approached him and, after taking several slices with her hands, asked 

him whether the vetchina (ham) could be used for pea soup, a familiar dish for many 

Russians that was often made with pieces of “regular” ham. Zimin corrected her, telling 

her that this was not just ham, but prosciutto, and that using it in pea soup would destroy 

the subtle flavor and delicate fat of the food. The woman persisted, insisting that her 

recipe for soup would not ruin the dish. Eventually Zimin conceded that if she really 

wanted to, she could certainly add prosciutto to the soup, and that it would give it a very 

unique flavor. 
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FIGURES 33 &34: Food shows and expos offer consumers opportunities 
to sample new foods, products, technologies, and cooking practices. 

 
 

At yet another stand at the Food Show there was a bar show, where a young 

bartender showed off his skills by juggling bottles, flipping shakers, and occasionally 

mixing cocktails. As he performed, he spoke about the various spirits that were now 

available in Russian stores. At one point he explained that Moscow was a very exciting 

place to be because cocktail culture was just beginning to emerge in the city. “There were 

no cocktails in the Soviet Union,” he claimed, and therefore Moscow had been behind for 

many years because it lacked a cocktail culture. One of the women toward the front of the 

audience interrupted him, informing that he was wrong, and that there were indeed 

cocktails in the Soviet Union. He replied that that there could not have been cocktails, 

that she must have drunk something else. Yet she insisted that he was wrong.  

The exchange between the elderly woman and Zimin suggests that one of the 

ways that Russians were engaging with new foods and ingredients was not necessarily to 

change their eating to more “European” habits, but to incorporate new foods and 
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ingredients into familiar dishes. This kind of domestication of foreign foods and 

ingredients was precisely what Alexei, the chef who taught the Tex-Mex cooking class, 

was aiming for by suggesting serving mashed potatoes with barbecued ribs. In the second 

example, the woman was not seeking to incorporate new ingredients into her existing 

practices. Rather, she was contesting the bartender’s evaluation of Soviet culture. For the 

bartender, a “cocktail” had a very specific definition that hinged on Western cocktail 

culture. The Soviet Union could not have had cocktails because for him cocktails were 

something distinctly post-Soviet in Russia. Yet the spectator contested his definition and 

the implicit notion that there was something superior about the new drink culture that was 

emerging in Moscow. 

As these examples demonstrate, there were politics to the pleasures of eating and 

drinking in Moscow. While for some consumers, choosing foreign foods and ways of 

eating represented both departures from and critiques of “traditional” eating habits and 

the culture and lifestyle they represented, for others incorporating new foods and 

ingredients into familiar, traditional dishes was a way of maintaining ties to national 

cuisine.  

 

Conclusion 

 The examples I discussed in this chapter diverge to various extents from those 

discussed by other anthropologists who have studied consumer practices and meanings in 

post-Soviet Russia (Caldwell 2002, 2004, 2006, 2009b; Humphrey 1995; Patico 2002, 

2005, 2008). These differences do not contradict earlier work, however. Rather they 

expand our understanding of the continuous and unpredictable transformations being 
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experienced by Russian consumers. If much of the 1990s were marked by insecurity, 

instability, and inflation, the mid-2000s represented a moment of calm. If the first post-

Soviet decade was experienced by many Russians as a period of turmoil and general 

distrust and wariness of marketization, the relative stability of the new millennium 

offered the basis for a tentative optimism for the future. And if many Russian consumers 

rejected or at least distanced themselves from the floods of Western goods and practices 

throughout the 1990s, by the time I began my fieldwork an emerging middle-class in 

Moscow was beginning to embrace if not also to normalize the new places and practices 

that characterized the capital’s consumer landscape.  

 In this chapter I explored how consumers made sense of and experienced 

restaurants, along with other sites for the public consumption of food and experience of 

leisure. In examining what Zukin calls “the effects of market practices on a ‘sense of 

place’” (Zukin 1991:6) I showed how restaurants were multi-vocal and multi-local places 

that carried varying and sometimes contradictory meanings for Russian and foreign 

consumers. From a broad perspective, the emergence and development of Moscow’s 

service and retail food landscape was one of the most salient and visible signs of the 

increasing interpenetration of the global economy—not just in terms of flows of 

commodities, but also in terms of movements of tourists and business people—with 

Russia’s, and particularly of Moscow’s movement towards world-city status. In addition 

to being places composed of images, objects, and foods from abroad, restaurants 

themselves were becoming stitched into capital’s urban landscape as signs of increasing 

similarities with other “world-class” cities. It was not just that restaurants symbolized a 

globalizing and increasingly cosmopolitan city; it was that their very physical presence—
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the lights of their signs, the views from their windows, the patios and verandas, the diners 

publicly enjoying themselves—that had begun to change how Moscow’s residents 

experienced and moved through the city. 

 The emergence of a post-Soviet public culture and re-emergence of street life 

tracked broader shifts in cultural values, social relations, and identity. However, the 

meanings of restaurants and the kinds of performances they enabled and contained were 

complex and at times contradictory. While “convenience,” “pleasure,” and “sociality” 

represented values and lifestyles not previously possible in public life, many consumers 

were aware that their own access to and enjoyment of these values increasingly distanced 

themselves from others who were being left behind. It was thus in part through the ways 

that Russians thought of and engaged with restaurants that they worked through, 

negotiated, contested, and legitimated the new market-based social order. Through the 

ways that they perceived their own and other people’s choices of restaurants, cuisines, 

dining companions were ways of making claims about social order, identity, and 

morality. Restaurants offered opportunities for nostalgic or ironic returns to an idyllic 

past, suggesting longing for lost imperial power (Boym 2001) or times of relative 

equality. Still other restaurants allowed for imaginary travel and intercultural exchange, 

allowing diners to enact cosmopolitan identities and new ethics of living. However, it is 

not simply the discourses surrounding and meanings informing these practices that give 

them their power. Rather, it is the sensual, embodied experience of eating and being 

through which these transformations unfold. 

Ultimately, these developments suggest that in certain ways and places and for 

particular groups in Moscow, the distinction between local and global was becoming 
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increasingly blurred, if not irrelevant. Anthropologists studying post-Soviet Russia have 

often noted that consumption choices, particularly in food, reflect Russian consumers’ 

reactions to foreign goods and foods. Through selective food choices, shoppers have 

indexed and linked themselves to an imagined national community. Yet, for those 

Russians who were able to participate in the city’s new landscape of leisure and 

convenience, “Russian” identity was no longer neatly opposed to “Western” identity. At 

least in Moscow, Russian identity was increasingly constructed from globally-inflected 

resources and practices.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 
Common Difference 

 In April 2007 I was invited by Maria Antonova, the head of the Russian University 

of Cooperation’s (RUC) School of Trade and Restaurant Business, to meet some of the 

department’s faculty and to talk with some of the school’s students about my research. 

She explained that some of her students were unsure and insecure about their decision to 

go into the restaurant business. “I think that if they were to speak to someone who is an 

expert in the field and who has been uspeshny [successful] it might help them feel better 

about the work,” she said to me. I tried to explain to her that I was not an expert in the 

field, but rather just beginning to gather data for my dissertation. It would be many 

months before I had any vyvody (conclusions), and that my interest was mainly in 

understanding process rather than reaching hard and fast conclusions. Nonetheless, I 

accepted her invitation. I suggested that perhaps before or after meeting with the students 

she and I could sit down to discuss her work, the school, and her perspectives on the 

city’s restaurant industry. I imagined it would be a great opportunity for my research to 

meet with the students and see how the department worked.  

 As it turned out, I had been invited to a formal assembly of the school’s students, 

where two new faculty members were to be introduced and where I was a guest speaker. I 
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was caught off guard and completely unprepared. When it came time for me to speak, I 

introduced myself as a graduate student from the United States getting my Ph.D. in 

anthropology. My research was on the emergence and development of Moscow’s 

restaurant industry and culinary culture, which I wanted to understand from the 

perspective of the people who worked in it. I explained to the students that I thought that 

while food and restaurants were not often studied academically, they nonetheless played 

important roles in shaping the experience of life in the city. When I was done, Maria 

Antonova opened the floor to questions. Most of the students who asked questions were 

currently working or apprenticing in restaurants in Moscow. They worked as servers or 

cooks and hoped to one day become managers, directors, or chefs. Many of them wanted 

to know what I thought about “our” restaurants. These were not simply questions about 

which restaurants I liked best, however. Rather, the students were seeking my evaluation 

of Moscow’s restaurant market. One student wanted to know what I saw as the major 

differences between “our” restaurants and those na zapade (in the West). Another student 

asked me what, “in my expert opinion,” mistakes did I see in the ways that restaurants in 

Moscow worked? “What are we doing wrong?,” she wanted to know. Yet another student 

wanted to know what advice I would give to the city’s restaurateurs and chefs to improve 

their work.  

 This was not the only time I found myself placed in the position of an “expert” 

during my fieldwork. As an American researcher who himself had a number of years’ 

experience working in the US restaurant industry I was often viewed as a representative 

of a more advanced industry. There were many occasions when I was addressed as a 

restaurant “expert” by chefs and restaurateurs who wanted to know what conclusions I 
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had made about Moscow’s restaurant scene. I was often asked about what mistakes I saw 

and what I thought could be done better. As an anthropologist, I was uncomfortable being 

placed in such a position, asked to evaluate forms and practices that I sought to 

understand, rather than judge. My attempts to explain that I was more interested in 

understanding the perspectives of those people working in the restaurant industry than 

judging them were often brushed aside. “But certainly you’ve come to some 

conclusions,” people often insisted. It was clear that I would not be allowed to remain 

simply an observer.  

 As I showed throughout my dissertation, I was not the only “foreign expert” or 

agent drawn into and engaged with the production of culinary culture in Moscow. In 

Chapters 3 and 4 I wrote about the roles of foreign chefs in lending authenticity, 

legitimacy, and cultural capital to some Moscow’s higher-end restaurants. These chefs 

were sought out and hired by restaurateurs who saw foreign chefs as more experienced 

and knowledgeable in heading kitchens than many Russian chefs. These chefs brought 

with them particular knowledges, practices, aesthetic tastes and preferences, and 

expectations of how restaurants “should” work. Quite often they found themselves 

struggling and in conflict with the practices and expectations of the cooks who worked 

for them, the restaurateurs for whom they worked, and the audiences for whom they 

cooked. One dimension of the presence of foreign chefs in Moscow that I did not deal 

with was their role in the culinary competitions and master classes that the MCA 

organized and that were held at food expos. For the MCA, foreign chefs were sometimes 

asked to serve as judges in culinary competitions. They were believed to be more 

qualified and more knowledgeable about the aesthetic and technical expectations of 
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international culinary competitions, and could thus help elevate Russian cooks’ skills. 

Moreover, they were also to believed to be more impartial, less amenable to the bribery 

or favoritism that many believed was part of how Russian judges evaluated.  

 I also discussed the ways that Russian restaurateurs and chefs traveled abroad to 

explore and experience the restaurants and cuisine of other cities, restaurateurs, and 

chefs. These experiences and travels generated symbolic and cultural capital and 

provided some of the symbolic and embodied contexts out of which restaurateurs and 

chefs produced their particular visions of restaurants and cuisine. In this sense, Russian 

restaurateurs and chefs were intermediaries between foreign and local trends, aesthetics, 

and practices. Through their work they translated and articulated the foreign into the 

local. At the same time, Russian chefs and restaurateurs were seen and saw themselves 

through the lens of national identity as artisans whose work was involved in representing 

Russia on the world stage. Their work in producing restaurants and cuisine in Moscow 

was seen as part of the process through which the Russian capital was being transformed 

into a “world-class” city that could compete with other major cities. In cooking 

competitions and shows abroad, Russian cooks were seen as representatives of their 

countries culinary talent, artistry, and heritage, as well as postsocialist economic and 

cultural progress. Moreover, it was also—as I demonstrated in Chapter 4—through these 

chefs, and at times, restaurateurs, that foreign and transnational food companies and 

agricultural producers attempted to shape the perceptions and practices of other Russian 

chefs and consumers.  

 In Chapter 5 I discussed the ways that consumers in Moscow, both local and 

foreign, read and produced difference through restaurants and cuisine. I examined how 
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restaurants had become privileged symbols in the capital’s landscape through which new 

lifestyles and identities were both enacted and evaluated. These were places where an 

emerging Russian middle-class was coming to know itself, as well as work through the 

contradictions and ambivalences of broader social, cultural, and economic 

transformations. Choices in restaurants, cuisine, and dining companions spoke not just of 

individual and class identity, but also about cultural values at stake in the process of 

marketization. These meanings and practices of consumption were thus ways of 

critiquing the new social order even as they allowed Russian consumers to demonstrate 

and feel their similarity to western lifestyles and values. For the expatriates living in 

Moscow, restaurants and cuisine also served as windows into local cultural difference. 

These were places that were familiar stages, but which differed in the content of the kinds 

of performances and values that played out in them.  

 That I was often addressed as an “expert” and engaged to comment on the 

restaurants, food, and culinary landscape of a city and culture that were “not my own” 

speaks to one of my central arguments about the roles of cuisine and restaurants in 

globalization. I have shown how the meanings and practices that shaped restaurants, 

cuisine, and the work of professional cooking in Moscow are saturated with cultural 

politics. For producers and consumers alike, the commercial production and public 

consumption of food were tied up with and crosscut by competing notions of history, 

identity, nation, place, cultural values, and morals.  These competing notions were the 

stakes of the field of culinary production that played itself out simultaneously across 

multiple scales, from the local to the global. This duality presents what Wilk notes as the 

basic paradox of globalization: the ways that global forms are made into “local 
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institution[s], embedded in specific social relationships, invested with meaning by unique 

groups in a particular historical context,” while at the same time creating “larger relations 

of uniformity, casting local differences in ways that, on a global scale, are predictable and 

surprisingly uniform” (1995:110). For my informants, restaurants and culinary 

production were parts of a global culinary tradition with which they were engaging in 

their own particular ways. Just as with the beauty pageants in Belize that Wilk examines, 

restaurants and culinary production served as mediums for the assertion of difference and 

distinctiveness in Russia.  

 My research thus suggests an alternative to or shift in notions of globalization and 

localization that focus too much on the ways that consumers domesticate or contest the 

foreign goods and forms that pass through their everyday lives. The model of 

globalization and localization—or “glocalization,” the term that some scholars have 

coined to capture the dual and simultaneous nature of these processes—that my research 

suggests is closest to Wilk’s (1995) definition of “structures of common difference.” 

Wilk argues that the nature of cultural hegemony has changed to one in which a “global 

cultural system promotes difference instead of suppressing it, but difference of a 

particular kind”—hegemony not of content, but of form (1995:118).  The global stage, as 

he sees it, is comprised increasingly of “common set[s] of formats and structures” that 

mediate between cultures, celebrating certain kinds of diversity while submerging or 

suppressing others (1995:118). In this model, the “local’, ‘ethnic’ and the ‘national’ 

cannot therefore be seen as opposed to or resisting global culture, but instead, insofar as 

they can be domesticated and categorized, therefore are essential constitutive parts of 

global culture” (Wilk 1995:118).  
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 In the process of articulating global culinary culture and practices into local 

contexts, Russians were also being absorbed into the global structures of common 

difference that are so well represented by restaurants and the types of display, production, 

consumption, and performance they entail. My opening vignette in Chapter 3 about the 

transformation of the Museum of Public Catering into the Museum of Culinary Art 

illustrates this duality quite nicely. What makes postsocialist Russia a unique case study 

is that its restaurant industry and culinary culture are not just the result of a recent 

modernization, but rather a transition from the centralized socialist system to a market 

based economy. Since its establishment in 1977, the Museum of Public Catering testified 

to the importance of food, public eating establishments, and cooks in the construction of 

the Soviet state, society, and culture. With its transformation and modernization, the 

Museum of Culinary Art represented the ways that Russians have invested new, globally-

inflected economic forms and practices with specific cultural values and historical 

meanings. Chapter 3 further examined the ways the MCA and its members invested the 

new institutions and practices of cooking with particular Soviet values of public service, 

preservation of heritage, and nourishment of the social body. At the same time they 

envisioned and navigated their work in the postsocialist restaurant industry in terms of 

new values and logics of cultural production, such as “creativity,” “art,” “imagination,” 

and “world culinary standards.” These new values, standards, and practices provided 

Russian chefs, restaurateurs, and culinarians with tools and vehicles through which to 

produce, and maintain or contest postsocialist community, national identity, and values.  

 Thus, one of the key points that emerges from this study is that the lines between 

nation and world, or the national and the global or foreign in Russia are not only blurred 
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by processes of globalization but are also in some cases fused. Where studies of 

consumption and “ordinary” Russians have often pointed out the ways that consumers 

have indexed national belonging and community through consumption choices, such as 

buying “domestic” products, my research suggests a more complex interpretation. Studies 

that see consumption as process of “resistance” to globalization or a ‘reaffirmation” of 

national identity and community imply an opposition between the national and the global. 

However, as I showed throughout my dissertation, in the case of Russian culinarians and 

an emerging middle-class in Moscow, the meanings of “Russianness” are increasingly 

coming to includeglobally-inflected symbols, tastes, images, and practices. That is, the 

national is increasingly coming to be framed in terms of and experienced through objects, 

places, and practices that part of the structures of common difference described by Wilk. 

This is not to say that this process occurs everywhere in Russia at all times now. As 

Caldwell notes, “one of the most critical contributions of postsocialist ethnography has 

been to shake loose the idea that ‘transitions’ are proceeding in the same way throughout 

this region” (2005:3). My study suggests that at certain times and places and for certain 

actors, commonplace categories of nation, place, and Russian identity can no longer 

adequately reflect their experiences. 

 

 

Beyond Cynicism 

The particular approach and subject of study of my dissertation further highlights 

the usefulness of Wilk’s notion of structures of common difference. While 

anthropologists had been consistently criticizing unilinear notions change, the triumph of 
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capitalism, and notions that the Soviet past was somehow a pathology and impediment to 

Russia’s “transition” to capitalism (Barsegian 2000; Burrawoy and Verdery 1999; 

Humphrey and Mandel 2002), my own informants were employing those very same 

discourses in understanding and conducting their work. It was, as my informants 

consistently explained, the lack of restaurants in the Soviet Union, the state’s overbearing 

control over production and discouraging of creativity that had held back the country’s 

culinary and restaurant culture (and by extension, many other aspects of the country’s 

economic development). It was the residual Soviet mentality and work ethic that made it 

difficult for restaurateurs and chefs to find “good” and “reliable” workers, as well as 

contributed to the difficulty of running small and medium sized businesses. These 

perspectives speak to the particular positions occupied by my informants, who had access 

to and drew on discourses and practices not as readily accessible to many of the more 

usual suspects of postsocialist ethnography. It also points to the conscious awareness of 

postsocialist citizens as to how their own market forms and cultural practices are viewed 

and (mis)understood by outside observers. Restaurateurs, chefs, and other culinary 

professionals, as well as consumers, understand these forms, practices, and products as 

essentialized representations of more complex social realities. Such awareness suggests 

the strategic uses of restaurants and cuisine as vehicles for producing, negotiating, and 

contesting culture, identity, community, and nation on both local and global stages. These 

practices “allow modernity to be rewritten more as vernacular globalization and less as a 

concession to large-scale national and international policies” (Appadurai 1996:17).  

 In my outline of the theoretical foundation of my dissertation, I asserted that an 

anthropological approach to cultural production and producers provides significant 
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insights into the processes and practices through which contemporary culture, social 

relations, and place were being produced in Russia. In calling for a shift toward studying 

the perspectives and practices of producers I was not arguing that studies of consumption 

are flawed. Instead I situated my particular study alongside those that focused on 

consumers, suggesting that bringing into analytical and ethnographic focus those agents 

and groups involved in producing what others consumed would broaden the scope and 

open up new avenues and dimensions in the field. My approach is thus positioned to offer 

new insights into and understandings of many of the same issues explored by other 

studies, as well as raising new questions. These questions include the ways that Russians 

draw on and transform previous values, histories, and experiences in engaging with 

contemporary social and economic transformation; how new regimes of value are being 

produced and negotiated; the local consequences and processes of globalization and 

marketization; the emergence of new postsocialist subjectivities and identities and the 

techniques and technologies through which they are produced; and new relations of 

power, legitimacy and authority. Chapters 3 and 4, for example, offer an analysis of how 

new values and logics of cultural and economic production are being elaborated and 

deployed in Russians’ engagements with the global economy and new economic 

structures. These chapters explore the complex relations between the past and present are 

negotiated and remade in the processes through which Moscow’s consumer and urban 

landscapes are produced. They also provide insights into the ways that those actors who 

have disproportionate access to the resources through which identity and place are 

produced legitimize their power and authority. 

  While the strength and usefulness of my approach can be seen in the new insights 
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it yields into the case study of postsocialist Russia, there are, I believe, broader 

ramifications to studying cultural producers, in general, and culinary production and 

restaurants, in particular. In her famous essay, “Up the Anthropologist,” Laura Nader 

(1972) calls on anthropologists to turn their attention both on their own society as well as 

on those people in the middle and at the top of the power structure. Nader argues that 

“studying up” is important for its inspiring effect, lending scientific adequacy to the field, 

and expanding the democratic relevance of the field (1982:284). Among these is also the 

potential for understanding how power and responsibility are exercised. However, in his 

introduction to Para-Sites: A Casebook Against Cynical Reason, a collection of essays 

exploring the worlds of social actors in positions of power and privilege, George Marcus 

(2000) offers another set of justifications for looking higher up the social hierarchy. For 

Marcus, shifting the gaze to those subjects “who are distinctly not positioned for 

resistance or opposition (even though their words and perspectives may incorporate this 

rhetoric), who, in their very different occupations, activities, and locations, share some of 

the same privileges and modest empowerments as those of us who interview and write 

about them . . . [and who] are fully inside and in complicity with powerful institutional 

engines of change” presents the possibility of expanding the power and scope of 

anthropological critique while also opening up new spaces of reflexivity (2000:3).  

 That so much attention has been placed on consumers and people on the margins 

(see my review of postsocialist ethnography in Chapter 2) suggests a certain cynicism 

regarding those in power. Marcus argues that this cynicism allows anthropologists to 

“write-off” those sorts of subjects ‘as less interesting for critical analysis on the basis of 

being essentially unredeemable, of being without liberatory potential” (2000:4). One of 
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the insights that my study provides, and which dovetails with Marcus’ position, is that 

even those subjects situated in positions of power and privilege, who work in institutions 

normally considered dominant, are self-conscious about their positions and critical of the 

structures within which they work. These positions challenge simple categories and 

tropes of resistance, pointing instead to the complex ways that social actors can be both 

critical of certain structures and relations of power while at the same time working within 

them.  

 In Chapter 3, for example, I discussed some of the ways that restaurateurs and chefs 

were critical of abuses of government power. Their complaints about corruption, arbitrary 

applications of the law, and abuses of power were related specifically to their positions 

and interests as business people. Nonetheless, because of these positions, they were also 

interested in pursuing, in certain ways, more democratic and transparent practices and 

relations of power. This was made clear to me when in 2008, Igor Bukharov, the 

president of the Russian Federation of Hoteliers and Restaurateurs, asked me to translate 

a document that he had prepared to petition the government for better health, safety, and 

training standards for the foodservice industry. The document was drafted bye the 

Federation in order to launch a push to reform and modernize the country’s health and 

safety codes, which, as Bukharov explained, were rarely enforced and open to bribery 

and corruption. Although I cannot speak to the details of the proposal that followed the 

petition, nor to the nuances of its politics, the incident called attention the ways that such 

social actors can at times work to challenge certain structures of power. 

 Moreover, my study also challenges distinctions between and categories of 

consumption and production, and consumers and producers. Although the turn to 
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consumption in anthropology is itself distinguished by seeing consumption as a kind of 

cultural production (Appadurai 1996), fewer studies see production as a kind of 

consumption. Although in some ways restaurateurs and, to lesser extents, chefs, occupy 

positions of power and privilege within Moscow’s consumer culture and landscape, seen 

from the perspective of a global economy these social actors can be framed as consumers 

on a larger scale. Understanding the meanings and practices of their production thus 

provides new insights into how goods, people, capital, images, and ideas are de- and re-

contextualized in specific times and places. While “ordinary” consumers are perhaps one 

end of this process, studying producers who mediate between local consumers and global 

producers provides us with a sense of how large scale structures of power and agents 

such as national and transnational food producers and companies actually exercise power 

and influence in specific locations. In Chapter 4, for example, I discuss how food 

producers in the United States link to the Agricultural Trade Office in Moscow and with 

local television networks and suppliers to attempt to shape cultural categories and tastes 

through specific local actors and experiences—chefs, food spectacles, and the media. 

This type of examination enables anthropologists to explore in greater ethnographic and 

analytical detail processes and forces that are usually simply glossed as “globalization,” 

“marketization,” “neo-liberalism,” or other abstract categories with which “real” and 

“ordinary” consumers grapple. 

 What makes the postsocialist situation unique from other postcolonial contexts and 

processes of globalization is that restaurants and the consumer landscape are not simply 

the result of a recent modernization, but rather a transition from one modernity to 

another. However, even those social actors who occupy positions that did not exist during 
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the Soviet era nonetheless emerged from similar cultural contexts and historical 

circumstances as many of their fellow citizens. Thus, studying producers provides 

insights into how social actors and groups with relatively similar cultural and historical 

backgrounds come to occupy relatively different positions within new structures of 

power, regimes of value, and logics of production. In Chapters 3 and 4 I offer glimpses of 

the processes through which consumer culture and urban landscape in Moscow are being 

produced by both Russians and foreign agents. In doing so, my study of restaurateurs, 

chefs, and other culinary interlocutors opens up new perspectives on those very 

landscapes and structures. Specifically, I show how the production of food and 

restaurants—commodities and spaces of consumption—enter into the production of 

place, nation, and the reconfiguration of culture, tradition, and history. 

 

 

The Taste of Visual Anthropology 

 In January, 2008, Russian star-chef and restaurateur Anatoly Komm opened his 

long-awaited restaurant Varvary. Using the Russian word for “barbarians” as the name, 

according to Komm, is a deliberate jab at Europe for ostensibly thinking of Russians as 

barbarians. “Of course, we’ve done a lot to deserve it,” he explained one evening in the 

luxurious lounge of his restaurant, which is decorated by a mix of Russian folk art 

rendered in high-concept, stylized designs or commissioned from local artisans. 

After all, it was us who brewed mulled wine out of Petrus [one of the most 
expensive French wines]. It was us who ordered black caviar by the kilo, 
only to put out our cigarettes in it. Every country is judged first and 
foremost by its table, by its food. With my restaurant I just want to show 
that there’s something in Russia besides oil and gas. I want people to come 
to my restaurant and see just what kind of barbarians we really are. 
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Like the decor, Komm’s cuisine is an ultra-modern take on Russian tradition. Not 

coincidentally, Varvary serves Russian molecular cuisine, one of the current culinary 

trends that signify, among other things, high culture and high concept culinary art. Long 

before the restaurant even opened, however, Moscow food writers and journalists were 

already shouldering it with the burden of being the great hope for Russian cuisine. One 

food critic from the newspaper Vedomosti wrote that if Varvary works out for Komm it 

will be a major step toward “incorporating contemporary Russian cuisine into the world 

culinary process” (Zimin 2007). After months of praise as “the first Russian haute cuisine 

restaurant,” one restaurant reviewer wrote that Komm “has done for Russian cuisine what 

only Pushkin was able to do for the Russian language (Tsivina 2008:39). 

 
FIGURE 35: Chef Anatoly Komm’s Russian restaurant, Varvary, features 
traditional Russian patterns on the chairs and carpets and hand-made 
custom-ordered lace from a nearby village in luxurious frames on the wall. 

 
 
 For all its connections to and place within the market demands and profit motives 
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of the foodservice industry, cuisine and the work of cooking cannot merely be reduced to 

another commodity and form of labor in the global capitalist system. In contrast to 

Marx’s reductive view of labor as an “instrumental act of appropriating and transforming 

nature,” these examples suggest the work may be alternatively understood as a form of 

cultural production, “a social process through which humanity creates durable objects and 

relations” with profound potentials for producing and altering cultural and political 

formations (Ulin 2002:693). This view dovetails with Gell’s (1998) notion of art as a 

vehicle for agency, a way of acting in and on the world that mediates social relationships. 

Local cultural producers employ global cultural forms as vehicles through which to create 

new representations of culture and identity that are not only meaningful to local actors, 

but that are responses to and forms of action in new transnational social, cultural, and 

economic fields.  

 Thus, one additional major contribution that my dissertation makes is to the 

anthropologies of visual communication and food. By studying cuisine as material culture 

and focusing on the contemporary agents of its production, my study extends the 

anthropology of visual communication’s long-standing interest in how human beings 

express and shape the world through visual and material culture. Moreover, I add an 

exploration of the embodied, sensual dimensions of visual culture. Chapters 4 and 5 

explore these embodied and sensual aspects by focusing on producers and consumers. I 

examine the politics of culinary production and consumption, and in doing so, illuminate 

the various stakes in the particular forms and practices that professional cooking take. In 

this way, dissertation is specifically well-suited to highlighting the ways that power takes 

form and is enacted in specific visual and material forms and practices. By seeing cuisine 
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and restaurants as more than representations, my study underscores the ways that worlds 

are actively produced and social relations and hierarchies of power negotiated through 

cultural production. 

 

Future Directions 

Ethnographic research on restaurants and professional cooking is scarce, and what 

little there has been has largely focused on exploring the culture of restaurant work or 

consumption. Although my research touches on these issues, the strength of my approach 

is in bracketing categories such as “restaurant,” “cuisine,” and “cooking.” Rather than 

take these for granted and explore the kinds of behaviors and performances that take 

place within and around them, I sought to understand how these were constituted as 

meaningful cultural categories and what the stakes were in different conceptions.  

There are still avenues left unexplored in my research. I see this study as marking 

a point of departure from which further research into the ways that culinary production 

enters into transformations and politics of culture and society. One direction I propose 

would be to focus more specifically on the interactions between restaurateurs, chefs, and 

their employees. I mentioned in Chapters 3 and 4 the role of the MCA and chefs in 

training cooks and servers. This training is not simply about teaching them how and what 

to cook. It is also about disciplining taste and bodies (Foucault 1977). Such a study would 

examine the discourses and micropractices through which notions of taste, work ethic, 

and labor are disciplined and resisted, and the ways that these engagements enter into the 

cultural specificity of postsocialism. Such a study would also include more detailed 

examinations of the discourses and practices at work in culinary schools. It would take 
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into account the specific ideologies about work, capitalism, and postsocialist modernity 

taught in these schools. Yet another direction to take would be to pay closer attention to 

the emergence of new ideologies and practices of food consumption, such as notions of 

health, dieting, organic foods, and environmental concerns that were just beginning to 

emerge on the scene at the time of my research. Such a study would highlight, as my 

dissertation has already begun to do, the ways that global ethics of consumption and 

production take on specific forms in particular social and economic contexts. This path 

would also explore the ways that conflicts over power and authority and transformations 

of cultural values and social relations are written into, experienced, and negotiated with 

the body. Ultimately, such directions would extend the foundational work of this 

dissertation to explore the ways that food, eating, cuisine, and the social and politic-

economic contexts surrounding them serve as powerful forms of mediation in and acting 

upon the world.  
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MOSCOW RESTAURANT MENUS 

Uncle Sam’s Café — a small chain of American roadhouse-diner themed restaurants

 

 



Goodman Steakhouse — one of Russia’s first and most successful steakhouses
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one of Russia’s first and most successful steakhousesone of Russia’s first and most successful steakhouses 
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Turandot — one of the world’s most expensive restaurants, serving European, Japanese, 
and Chinese cuisines 
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one of the world’s most expensive restaurants, serving European, Japanese, one of the world’s most expensive restaurants, serving European, Japanese, 
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Café Pushkin — a Russian restaurant designed like a 19th century manor, serving 
aristocratic Russian cuisine 

 



 
Yolki-Palki — a chain of family
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a chain of family-style “taverns” serving traditional Russian cuisinestyle “taverns” serving traditional Russian cuisine 
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Mi Piace — a chain of Italian pizzerias

 
 
 
 
 



319 

U Pokrovskikh Vorot (At the Pokrovsky Gates) — a Russian cuisine restaurant based on 
the popular Soviet-era film, “Pokrovskie Vorota” 
 

 



320 

 


