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Russian culture minister Vladimir Medinsky is pictured on the Saratov-based Komsomolskaya Pravda
website with Conchita Wurst, the winner of the latest Eurovision song competition.

Russian Culture Minister Vladimir Medinsky received an honorary fellowship on Thursday
a few days late and not quite as planned.

The institution doing the honors was Ca' Foscari University of Venice, Italy, but a planned
ceremony in Italy on May 12 was junked at the last minute. Instead, the honor was publicly
presented to Medinsky in Moscow on Thursday. The official reason for the delay and change
of venue, according to Radio Svoboda, was a conflict in the Minister's schedule. Or, as many
media outlets have reported, the change may have come about as a result of a protest among
students and faculty in Venice, claiming that Medinsky was unworthy of the honor.

As reported in The Local, an English-language site for news about Italy, Medinsky raised
hackles in Europe a month ago when he suggested that European culture has grown depraved
and put forth Russia as "the last keeper of European culture, Christian values and truly
European civilization."


https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/john-freedman
http://www.svoboda.org/content/article/25386258.html
http://www.thelocal.it/20140514/russian-minister-cancels-italy-visit-after-protest

On the same day Medinsky was honored by the Italian university, a group of 50 Russian
writers and artists condemned the event in an open letter published on Colta.ru. In part,

the letter stated that, "The awarding of an honorary degree by a European university to one

of the most odious figures in contemporary Russian cultural politics, one who does battle with
European values, multiculturalism and tolerance, will inflict damage on the reputation of the
educational institution..."

This latest incident does not particularly stand out in the larger scheme of things. It is,
however, still another example of how Medinsky, more than any Russian minister of culture
in recent memory, has — by choice and by fortune — inserted himself into the story

of Russian culture. Most of the time, it has had little to do with culture as art, and much to do
with culture as ideology and morality.

It is a sign of the rapidly shifting times, a period in which the public is encouraged to choose
sides for or against ideas, policies, opinions and people.

This can be gleaned in an interview published on Wednesday by Izvestia, wherein Medinsky
discussed the now-notorious letter composed in March by the Ministry of Culture and signed
by hundreds of prominent Russian artists who supported President Vladimir Putin's policies
in Ukraine. He claimed that the idea for the open letter came about because "two or three"
famous cultural figures, ""always the same people," were constantly criticizing Putin's
position.

Rather than to seek a consensus or a way to lower the temperature of dissent, the purpose
of the March letter was to drive a wedge between cultural figures, to ferret out who was with
the government and who was against it.

Also hitting the news on Wednesday was a report that Medinsky's ministry is now preparing,
in observance of a new law that goes into effect on July 1 against obscenities in art, to gather
information on who is cussing on stage, page or screen, and where it is happening.

"From this moment on any citizen has the right to complain about expletives in works of art
by writing a letter to the Ministry of Culture or to its territorial organs," an article in Izvestia
declares. The publication even provides a hyperlink to a web page where disgruntled
individuals may file their complaints.

Violators face various fines ranging from 2,000 to 50,000 rubles ($58 to $1,440) depending
upon their status as private or official individuals, while institutions repeating offenses may
be closed down for up to three months.

Meanwhile, in an issue that one might think does not concern the Russian minister of culture
at all, Medinsky continues to speak out publicly.

He remains, he declares, baffled by Conchita Wurst, the drag persona of Austria's Thomas
Neuwirth, who was the victor in the latest Eurovision song competition. Speaking to the
Saratov edition of Komsomolskaya Pravda on Friday, he stated, "I am having trouble making
peace with Eurovision, or, more precisely, with the victory of the individual who won... I don't
know how to explain what that was to children who watched the competition. What can I say
to them?"
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What all this means in the long run for Russia's real culture — that is, the writing,
the performing, the painting, the playing of music — is quite unclear. What we do know is

that we have a Culture Minister who is ready to put himself and his agency front and center
in any given cultural story at any given moment.
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