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Popsa is the average disco-pop, influenced by
similar Russian and Western music. The salience
of this cheap computer-produced music has
increased since MTV  launched its Russian
programme where more than half of the music
played is Russian. Active in the popsa-style are
both male (Igor) and female (Varia Ammanatova)
solo artists and boy (X-Up) and girl groups
(Maxima). Popsa artists tend to be younger than
estrada and rock artists, and their main audience is
teenagers and young adults, and in cities mainly
high school pupils and university students. The TV
presentations of these artists are colourful and
trendy, imitating Russian pop stars and foreign
artists from the MTV.

The fourth music genre in Sakha is folk
music. Folk musicians are not only those who are
active at village Houses of Culwre, but there are
also many academically educated artists, especially
singers who, among other styles, perform
traditional music. Folk music is even more in
demand abroad than at home and, therefore,
established folk musicians travel a lot, visiting folk
music festivals all over the world.

One particularity of the Sakha music is the
lack of strict limits between genres. Not only do
the best artists perform in all styles and can be very
successful in this (Valia Romanova, Saina), but in
the Sakha music scene there is no polarisation
between rock and pop music, like we see in the
West. Therefore, the audiences of artists can
overlap—just as adults or seniors can enjoy the
performance of a disco singer so can young people
visit estrada concerts or drop i1 on a folk or rock
festival.

Along with the increase of the salience of
music for listeners and artists, local music industry
developed. In the Soviet period almost all Sakha
singers and musicians were cultural workers
working in theatres or Houses of Culture. Their
music was subordinated to a planned industry as
any other field of Soviet life. Thus, all artists had a
new program every year, approved by the council
of arts (khudosestvennyi soviet in Russian) of their
company, the plan determining how many concerts
and tours with completely new content or repeating
parts of old programs they were obliged or allowed
to perform. According to these annual programs.
the theatre or club financed the artists, paying the
salary and for costumes, travel costs, costs of the
background band, etc. Recording facilities were
scarce. As my informants told me, in Yakutsk
during the Soviet era there were very few
possibilities to record music—only in provisional
studios of local theatres or in the radio station.

After the collapse of Socialism, non-state-
owned music business slowly emerged. When 1
conducted my fieldwork in 2000-2001 in the
Republic of Sakha, a remarkable number of singers
and musicians still worked for the Theatre of Light
Entertainment (Teatr Estrada), although they were
no longer strictly tied to a program and performed
much outside of their theatre jobs. But there were
many musicians who either worked somewhere
else (one guitarist 1 knew was a security guard in
the hotel and a police officer, one singer worked
also as a journalist, and so forth) to earn extra
money to finance their music career or who tried to
earn money only by performing. Also, many
independent promoters and producers appeared
who organised concerts and tried to earn money
with this. And, last but not least, there was a record
company — Duoraan Records (duoraan ‘echo’ in
Sakha)—that since 1998, issues all kinds of Sakha
music from old Communist songs to upcoming pop
artists. The CEO of the record company Pvokka
Potryép (his Sakha name) or Petka Petrov
(Russian) told me that he established the company
out of necessity: he is a singer himself and had real
difficulties with recording and publishing his
music.

During my fieldwork the Sakha music
business changed due to the appearance of one
young man—Eduard ‘Edik’ Gavrilov. He used 1o
work for Russian MTV in Moscow and decided to
use his experience in Sakha music business. First,
he started to produce expensive and colourful
videos for the songs and artists he wanted to
promote. While before his time the average Sakha
music video showed the artist either in srudio or in
nature performing his or her song with a minimum
movement, he introduced a more “advanced”
approach of producing videos. Bv chance. 1 was
able to attend the presentation of the first of such
videos, a song ‘Dzol’ (‘luck’ in Sakhaj bv Varia
Ammanatova. This video was full of effects and
fashionably dressed youths in the background.

Edik started to produce videos for voung
artists and groups he wanted 10 promote. To make
glamorous videos he cooperated with well known
and talented stylists, photographers. fashion
designers and computer graphics designers. It was
easy, because in Yakutsk the graphics artists.
stylists and so forth did not have many
opportunities to exercise their art: local TV did not
need so many specialists of this kind: the few local
youth magazines were black and white with poor
quality, and graphics design for Sakha enterprises
was functional only. Thus. music videos quickly
became not only a source of extra income but also
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means for artistic expression for the local young
creative elite.

Edik’s attempt to start making music
videos was also supported by developments in the
local television station. Although there was no
private TV in Sakha during my fieldwork period,
the state television NVK TV initiated many
programs that were oriented to the youth. Both in
the Sakha and Russian languages, there were youth
programmes that invited well-known artists to be
interviewed. These programmes also reported on
the main youth-related cultural events, such as
festivals or big concerts. Beside artists, fashion
designers were often invited to the programmes
and fashion itself was often discussed in these
shows. As a musical interlude, hosts of these
programs played music videos and when attractive
Sakha music videos appeared, they received
massive airplay.

Young Sakha elite and fashion

In terms of the young Sakha elite | want to
mention the fact that when the musical scene in
Yakutsk was overwhelmingly ethnically divided
and most clubs were either for the ethnic Sakha or
the Russian, people who produced music and
music videos were ethnically mixed groups. As |
mentioned in the previous section, people from
many professions were involved with the musical
scene. These people, of both sexes, were the ones
that filled VIP-zones on public events and the line
between the common audience and the ‘special
persons’ can be one marker signifying that one
belongs to the local elite. In addition, local elite
included people whose life and work was covered
by the press and who had access to closed parties
organised occasionally by promoters or politicians.
These parties were famous in the whole republic
because of their exclusivity. However, having
attended a few of these events (due the fact that I
was a foreigner and a DJ) I did not find any big
differences compared to parties of the so-called
common people, only that most guests were well-
known artists, musicians, TV and radio people and
SO on.

Being part of the local elite brought also
the obligation to be exclusively and well-dressed in
public. In an earlier article (Ventsel 2004b) I argue
that although Sakha artists often appeared in public
well-dressed and in the company of local wealthy
business people, in fact they actually lived
sparsely, in small overcrowded apartments with
their parents and spent all their money on new
stage costumes and playbacks. Many local VIPs
did not lead a significantly better life. Even Edik,
who was one of the top promoters and event

organisers in the country, lived in a small one-room
flat he shared with his sister.

However, all these young people did
everything to create the impression of being the
‘rich and beautiful’ of the numerous soap operas
broadcasted daily on Russian TV. They spent a big
part of their income on clothes to constantly look
up-to-date fashion-wise. During my fieldwork in
Yakutsk and in a few other cities, small shops for
western top brands like Mexx, Colors of Benetton,
Diesel, Dr. Martens and others were opened, where
all prices were one-fourth to one-third higher than
in western Europe for similar models. And after the
shops were opened, it was common for young
Jjournalists, musicians, photographers, etc. to spend
one-third of their monthly salary on a new Mexx
shirt or rare and fashionable sneakers. This
consumer rush did not stop with that. There are
many Sakha students living in metropolises,
especially in Moscow, and they were asked to buy
clothes and accessories like sunglasses not
available in Yakutsk itself.

Being  well-dressed  signifies many
important things. First of all, it signals the person’s
wealth. And indeed, most of the young Sakha elite
can afford more than their “average™ co-citizens.
Thus, for them spending time in expensive cafes,
clubs or restaurants is more affordable than for the
wider population. And since dressing well is a sign
of wealth it shows by itself a higher status, making
investing into clothes an obligation in the name of
prestige. Fashion consciousness is also a sign of
social status (or as one my informants told me, ‘I
have to spend much money on clothes, otherwise
people won’t believe that 1 am a journalist.”). It
shows that a person possesses know-how, the
newest information about trends in the “outside
world” and has access to commodities not available
in every shop. As the quote of my informant
proves, dressing well is linked to prestige.

It is impossible to be part of the local elite
if one dresses incorrectly. In time 1 noticed that
there are quite strict rules about what signifies
“nice clothes.” For instance, women were
extremely reluctant to show themselves at festive
events in jeans, arguing that nice tailor-made
trousers or a longer skirt are necessary. In the
summer, when | turned up in so-called casual wear
to all festive events, | was the only one wearing
short pants and every other man was wearing long
expensive jeans or even suits. | noticed that people
who ignore such dress code—Ilike a few artists 1
met—are often described as “vulgar,” “strange,” or
even “rude.” So there was peer pressure to follow
the dress code as a sign of social coherence.
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