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“Lenin was a mushroom”

The fly-agaric, with its characteristic red hat sprinkled with white spots, is the best known 
mushroom of Eurasian iconography, depicted countless times in children’s fairy tales and 
Christmas themes. Endowed with intoxicating properties and used for millennia in Siberia 
as a visionary shamanic source, for several centuries Western culture has also attributed 
deadly properties to it. The cultural genesis of this “mortalization” process brought to the 
opposing values of “poisonous / intoxicating” and “negative / positive”; a semantic ambivalence 
that has also been present in Russian culture since pre-Soviet times. The mukhomor — the 
Russian name for fly-agaric— was employed in the final years of Soviet power as a symbol of 
redemption by dissident underground movements, and its significant presence in contemporary 
Russian intellectual, literary and artistic production is presented on the basis of historical and 
ethnomycological considerations.
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Amanita muscaria, popularly known as fly-agaric, with its characteristic red cap sprinkled with 
white spots is one of the most showy mushrooms of the woods. It is the typical mushroom of Eurasian 
iconography, depicted countless times in children’s fairy tales, Christmas themes and the most disparate 
folkloric objects.

Fly-agaric is also, and perhaps above all, a mushroom that induces experiences of a visionary kind. 
The human relationship with this mushroom has very ancient origins, with a complex and articulated 
history; a story that so far has been only partially reconstructed. Its traditional use as a visionary 
source preserved today in northern Siberia and in some areas of North America, and ethnographic, 
iconographic and literary evidence of its use as an intoxicant source in the past, sometimes very recent, 
is present throughout Eurasia (Samorini 2001).

In this article I focus attention on the presence of mukhomor —the Russian name given to the 
fly-agaric— in Russian culture, trying to understand what semantic values and what imaginary this 
mushroom arouses among contemporary Russians. Such a study is a corollary of a more extensive 
research that took its cue from the acquisition of post-Soviet documents written in Russian, Estonian 
and other North-European languages, which shed new light on the traditional Siberian use of fly-agaric 
(Samorini 2022). In the course of this research I came across a significant presence of fly-agaric in the 
intellectual, literary and artistic expressions of contemporary Russia. Having verified that the meanings 
given to fly-agaric by modern Russians are at least in part linked to the traditional Siberian use of this 
mushroom, first of all I present a brief excursus on its Siberian history.

Russian post-Soviet history of  fly-agaric.
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The fly-agaric in Siberia
The history of the human relationship with Amanita muscaria among the Siberian populations can 

be divided into four chronological phases: prehistoric, pre-Soviet, Soviet, and post-Soviet.

As for the prehistoric phase, we have archaeological evidence from at least the second millennium 
BC, consisting of rock engravings in which anthropomorphic figures are represented with a mushroom-
shaped head or holding a large mushroom over their heads. The iconographic theme of what have been 
called “mushroom-men” is widespread in a geographical region extending from northern Russia to 
Mongolia and Siberia (Molodin & Cheremissin 1999). The most important Siberian testimony concerns 
the rock engravings of the Pegtymel river, located in the extreme north-eastern area now inhabited by the 
Chukchi, an ethnic group where the use of fly-agaric has been preserved. Similarities have been observed 
between the iconographic themes present in the rock engravings and what has been reported by modern 
Chukchi (Dikov 1971). For example, in the engravings of the Pegtymel the anthropomorphic figures 
holding a large mushroom above their heads are female and hold the hands of human individuals. The 
female figures would correspond to the “amanita-girls” that appear in the visions of modern Chukchi 
when they ingest the mushroom; they take the person by the hand and lead him to the afterlife to 
visit the world of the dead (Bogoras 1904-09:282). Other iconographic details of the archaeological 
finds support the ethnomycological interpretation of what can be defined as the “Asian complex of fly-
agaric”, which has been handed down for several millennia and which in some areas has been preserved 
to this day (Samorini 2020 ).

The pre-Soviet phase begins with the first literary documents that report the use of this mushroom 
among the indigenous populations. The most ancient ones are dated to the Tsar period, that is, when 
Russia had already conquered Siberia, partially replacing the Tatar-Mongol dominion.

The first document known to us dates back to 1658, written by a Polish prisoner who during his 
imprisonment came into contact with the Ostyak (now called Khanty) of the Ob river (Kamiénski, 
1874: 382). Another prisoner of war, who remained for 12 years in Siberia and collected a series of 
observations about the natives in a Swedish book, was the first author to report the curious practice of 
drinking the urine of the one who had ingested the fly-agaric with the aim of achieving a further state of 
intoxication (Strahlenberg 1730:389), as this urine is rich in the active principles of the ingested fungus. 
There followed the documents of several travelers, explorers, prisoners of war and exiled people in the 
endless Siberian territory, who observed the use of the mushroom and reported it in their writings. 
Several of these documents are being studied only in recent decades, following the greater freedom of 
research and documentary usability following the fall of the Soviet regime.

A series of geographic expeditions contributed to a greater knowledge of the Siberian use of fly-agaric, 
the purposes of which included the study of native populations, the most important being the Great 
Russian Northern Expedition of the years 1733-1743 and the the US Jesup North Pacific Expedition 
of the years 1897-1902.

It is appropriate to recognize the important work of the ethnomycologist Robert Gordon Wasson 
(1898-1986), who carried out a patient search of the literary documentation referring to the use of fly-
agaric in Siberia, collecting Russian, German, Polish, Scandinavian and other languages documents; he 
translated them into English and put them together in a book published in 1968. It was this bibliographic 
work that made knowledge of the pre-Soviet Siberian use of fly-agaric accessible to scholars all over the 
world (Wasson 1968:233-356 ).

The Soviet phase begins with the October Revolution of 1917, or rather starts from 1922 after the 
Civil Revolution, until the fall of the Soviet regime in the early 90s. During the decades 1930-1940 the 
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Siberian shamans were victims of a heavy campaign of persecution, which reached its peak with the 
Stalinist “purges” and their internment in the gulags, up to the physical elimination of thousands of 
shamans, considered non-productive elements of Soviet society; physical deletions which were never 
mentioned in Soviet literature of the following decades, and which have only been evidenced by post-
Soviet studies. The shamans were accused by Soviet propaganda of being “counter-revolutionaries,” of 
perpetuating a cynical and evil exploitation of the sick for mere material acquisition purposes, and of 
hindering the development of Soviet positivist medicine (Balzer 1987). They were included in the social 
class of the kulakis, the wealthy peasants who had enriched themselves during the Tsar period on the 
shoulders of the poorest peasants (Montanari 2021) (Fig. 1). The repression used psychological means 
such as the fear of physical elimination, the use of the fearsome troikas —groups of three representatives 
of official power who roamed the villages and arrested anyone found in possession of a drum or other 
paraphernalia attributable to the shamanic activity, including mushrooms— and with the promotion 
of delation as a tool of social control (Bulgakova 2003).

With a certain degree of satisfaction the regime’s ethnographers reported the end of the shamanic 
practices (cf. eg Brekhman & Sem 1967). In reality, shamanism and the use of the mushroom secretly 
survived among at least some ethnic groups.

The repression of shamanism was accompanied by the meticulous censorship perpetuated against 
the writings of the ethnographers who dealt with shamanism; this censorship was accompanied by an 
even more dramatic physical elimination of a long series of academic figures, and not only in the field 
of anthropology. One could speak of shamanism only to denigrate or criticize it; it could not be freely 
described. For this reason many ethnographic works, especially those of the 1930s and 1940s, were not 
published or only partially published (Samorini 2022:82-94).

In the 1960s the direct persecution of shamans faded, ethnographers were able to resume talking 
about it in their writings, while following a Marxist-Leninist interpretation of a phenomenon seen 
as a primordial phase in the evolution of society. Still in 1969 the ethnographer Ivan Khoudiakov 
distinguished the shaman from the sorcerer on the basis that, while the latter “uses saliva and magic 
words” for his practices, the shaman “has a contract with devils”. And “when a shaman is invited to 
a sick man in his yurta, he palpates the genital organs of the men and women present, and asks the 
women to mate with him” (Robel 1982:681-2). The contracts with the devils and the orgiastic motifs 
of the shamanic rites recall the accusations perpetuated by the Inquisition against the “witches” of 
the European Renaissance. The element of diffusion of these “pan-Western” themes of discrediting 
the “pagan” cults would seem to have been the Christian religion, no matter if Catholic, Protestant or 
Orthodox: themes of discredit of religious origin adopted more or less unconsciously by the most bitter 
enemy of religion, Soviet ideology.

The post-Soviet phase, which goes from the early 1990s to the present day, sees a resumption of 
traditional and shamanic practices, including the use of fly-agaric, or rather, a clear return of these 
practices that had been handed down covertly during the decades of the Soviet regime. We are also 
witnessing a resumption of free research, with ethnographers studying in the field what is left of 
traditional practices with the mushroom; practices which in the meantime and mainly due to the Soviet 
persecution have undergone important changes in social modalities and functions. It has been pointed 
out that a consequence of the secrecy of shamanic practice was its feminization. In practice, there was a 
gender transfer of skills and detention of shamanic knowledge, and it was women who kept and passed on 
this knowledge in the community. This gender shift took place between the Khanty, Sakha, Yukaghir and 
the Amur River ethnicities (Balzer 1999). Male shamanism also disappeared almost completely among 
the Chukchi and Intelmen, while female family shamanism continued to persist (Batyanova 2005).

Shortly after the fall of the Soviet regime we also witness another phenomenon in Russian academic 
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circles: several ethnographers who during the years of the regime had carried out field studies of Siberian 
shamanic practices and who had not published the most compromising parts of their observations, 
including the hidden use of fly-agaric —for the risk of falling victim to the regime’s censorship and to 
protect the shamans themselves— have made them known in new publications, decades, sometimes 50 
years, from the time of their studies on the field. To cite an example of the slow recovery of freedom of 
both shamanic practices and academic publications, the Estonian ethnomycologist and biologist Maret 
Saar believed that the populations of Western Siberia no longer use the mushroom today, except perhaps 
for an occasional employment among the Khanty. (Saar 1990). In reality, later ethnographic studies 
have shown that the Khanty mushroom use is not at all occasional (Samorini 2022:150-170), and it is 
probable that at the time of the Saar field investigations, in 1987, the shamans were still reluctant to talk 
about their use of the mushroom.

The “mortalization” of  fly-agaric
Beside being the best known mushroom, A. muscaria is also the most controversial mushroom from 

the point of view of its believed properties, attributable to the following five categories of adjectives: 
“poisonous”, “deadly”, “hallucinogenic”, “edible”, “medicinal”. The preference given to one or more 
of these adjectives over the others depends on cultural factors that vary from geographical regions to 
historical periods, from social to individual beliefs.

In various cultural spheres A. muscaria has undergone a process of “mortalization”, with a 
genesis and a stratification of contributing causes whose in-depth analysis I have presented elsewhere 
(Samorini 2022:19-43). Here it is sufficient to summarize a general mechanism, namely that at the basis 
of the “mortalization” of an intoxicant source there are the taboos and social prohibitions against it; 
prohibitions that over time are repeated several times, where the reasons and the social targets of the 
prohibition can change, but which in fact reinforce “by accumulation” the negative semantic value 
associated with the intoxicant source.

One of these taboos is formed when in society the use of the intoxicant source begins to be part 
of the skills of specialized figures such as shamans. It is from this division of roles and centralization 
of power of the “I yes, you no” type, that originates that negative semantic value associated with the 
intoxicant source that will shortly lead to the idea of its selective toxicity, that is, dependent on the social 
category and on the context of its use.

The ethnographic data of this process of “mortalization” are scarce, being lost or superimposed by 
more recent “mortalization” mechanisms. I cite the example of the Ket who live in the Siberian region 
of the Yenisei River. In the early 20th century, ethnographer Kai Donner reported that this mushroom 
was only used by shamans or shaman apprentices, and that the Ket believed that anyone else who ate 
it would surely die (Donner 1933:81-2). One might think that the mortality of this mushroom is 
associated with an ignorance on how to use it, that is, that only shamans know how to take it without 
harming themselves, thus justifying its recognized selective toxicity with pragmatic arguments. This 
justification, whether valid or not, becomes a useful pretext to make the shamans’ use of the mushroom 
exclusive; a pretext that becomes more evident if one observes how in several cases (but not in all) the use 
of the intoxicating source would seem to have originated as a community practice, as a skill of all adult 
individuals in society.

The latter hypothesis has been suggested by some ethnographers who at the beginning of the 
twentieth century observed the coexistence of two types of shamanism among the Koriak and the 
Chukchi of extreme eastern Siberia. Beside a “professional shamanism,” conducted by the specialized 
figure of the shaman, a “family shamanism” was widespread among these populations, where within 
each family there existed one or more people skilled in playing the drum, singing, dancing and go into 
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ecstasy. Among the Koriak still today the elders of the family and not the shaman ingest the mushroom 
to “see” which ancestor (his soul) was incarnated in a newborn, and both men and women ingest the 
mushroom during the rite of the sacrifice of the reindeer. Fly-agaric is also taken in non-ritual contexts, 
for example by women who engage in the hard work of tanning reindeer skins, therefore as a physical 
stimulant (Irimoto 2004:41, 103, 227). Often they are elderly women of the family who take charge of 
“shamanizing” by ingesting fly-agaric with the aim of pronouncing spells against disease, to protect the 
family members who are in the tundra and who are surprised by a snowstorm, to help men in hunting, 
etc. (Stebnitskiy 2000:188). According to an elder Chukchi of the Pegtymel River, when he was very 
young, his parents, along with other people in the camp, in the summer ingested fly-agaric every day for 
twelve consecutive days (Golovnev 2000). Among the Khanty of the Yugan river the mushroom is taken 
by a father in case a son becomes ill, with the aim of identifying the cause of the malaise (Saar 1991), 
without the need to turn to a shaman.

Waldemar Bogoras hypothesized that the Chukchi family shamanism, “being simple and primitive, 
probably predates the shamanism of individuals who have a special vocation” (Bogoras 1904-09:403-4), 
and similarly Waldemar Jochelson considered family shamanism among the Koriak “a more primitive 
form of shamanism” (Jochelson 1905-1908:48).

Care must be taken not to incur an excess of generalization of the socio-cultural process that sees the 
assumptions of intoxicant sources, freely practiced by all adults in society, as chronologically preceding 
the exclusive (individual and social) management of these practices by of specialist figures such as 
shamans. Nothing excludes that cases of an even opposite socio-cultural process may have arisen.

This selective toxicity was subsequently superimposed by other negative semantic values associated 
with intoxicant sources —especially those with visionary properties— which were formed in conjunction 
with the various waves of authoritarian prohibitionist pressures, such as missionary and inquisitorial 
religious activities or political ideological ones (such as the Soviet one). Finally, the “mortalization” of the 
intoxicant source and specifically of fly-agaric, has been strengthened by the moral values that underlie 
the modern social taboo of drugs and by inadequate, as ambiguous and non-objective, interpretations 
of the data, including the medical case histories of intoxications.

The belief that fly-agaric is deadly is widespread not only in Western Europe but also among the 
Russians, and this from at least the nineteenth century, but probably even earlier, perhaps since the 
Christianization of the Rus’ of Kiev, occurred at the beginning of the second millennium of our era.

I quote as a nineteenth-century document the text of the musical sonnet “Gathering of mushrooms” 
(Po griby) that the musician Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky composed in 1867. A young woman is thinking 
of collecting mushrooms to poison her miser in-laws. A whole basket “of old fly-agarics, old and mangy 
... / The old man will eat them but they will not agree with him / and he will choke on a fly-agaric ....” 
(“Mukhomora starogo, / Starogo podzharogo ... / Staryj jest - ne spravitsja: / Mukhomorom davitsja ...”).

As for the adjective of fly-agarics as “old and mangy”, it should be noted that the Russian vocabularies 
report that the term mukhomor, in addition to indicating the fly-agaric, is used to adjective a decrepit person, 
old 1,1 sometimes at the same time old and cunning, or even boring, at other times an unpleasant person; 
therefore with a negative or otherwise disparaging evaluation not only on the physical but also the moral and 
intellectual qualities of the person thus adjective (Garbuyo 2015). Mussorsgsky’s sonnet of 1867, in which 
the semantic association of the term mukhomor with old age and “mangy” is already present, demonstrates 
that it is a semantic value preceding contemporary Russian culture and preceding Soviet periods.

1	 For example, in the Russian-Italian Dictionary edited by B. Maizel and N. Skvorzova of 1977, “Russian Language” 
Publishing House in Moscow, mukhomor is translated, as well as “fly-agaric”, also as “old falling” (p. 370).



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 18, n. 1 (2022) 5-2710

Another testimony of the considered poisonousness of fly-agaric is found among the children’s 
stories written by Lev Tolstoy, which he gathered in the collection “Tales of the magpie” and which 
he presented in 1910. One of these is entitled “Mushrooms”. Ivan and his sister Pigtail escape from 
their mother’s scoldings and run into the forest. At some point they are hungry and think they are 
eating mushrooms. They find a boletus, they wonder if it can hurt, and have the idea of asking the same 
boletus, who confirms that if they eat it they will be terribly ill. They find other (edible) mushrooms to 
which they ask the same question from time to time and these always answer that they would be sick 
if they ate them. At one point they encounter a fly-agaric, and it tells them that they can eat it without 
problems. While they are about to eat it, the other mushrooms sprout from all sides, scold the agaric 
(“do you want to poison them?”), isolate it and tell the children to eat them. The children therefore feed 
on good mushrooms, which they sacrifice so that they do not poison themselves with the fly-agaric. 
The story ends with the children returning home with the help of a hare, where a loving slap from their 
mother awaits them for running away from home.

The “War of  mushrooms”
To understand the semantic values that fly-agaric covered in the twentieth century in Russian 

culture, we must start from afar, from pre-Soviet times, and precisely from the times when the future 
protagonists of the Bolshevik revolution and the consequent Civil War were still children, and they 
listened to the fairy tales that their parents or grandparents told them before going to sleep. One of these 
fairy tales was “The war of mushrooms”. Told in the form of a nursery rhyme, its origins are perhaps 
rooted in medieval times. A first written form is found in the four-page edition of 1889 with text and 
illustrations by Elena Dmitrieva Polenova. Another illustrated edition —one of the best known in the 
early 20th century— was that of 1909 written and illustrated by Georgy Narbut (Fig. 2). Also in those 
years, and precisely in 1904, the young composer Igor Stravinsky (he was 22) made a sonnet sung for 
piano, with the title Kak gribї na voynu sobiralis (“How mushrooms prepared themselves for war”). The 
texts of these first editions vary significantly, although not in their general plot, following the popular 
variants with which the nursery rhyme was told to children.

The plot is about mushrooms that go to war obeying the order of their tsar, the boletus mushroom. 
But several species refuse: the honey-fungi because according to them they have too thin legs that 
cannot lead them to war; the shaggy inkcaps because they would melt before reaching the site of the 
war; morels because they are old men full of wrinkles useless in combat, etc. In the end, only the brave 
white milkcaps [gruzd] go to war. 2

In the 1889 Polenova version the fly-agaric does not appear, but only generic red mushrooms, which 
refuse to go to war because they are kulakis (enriched peasants). Fly-agarics (mukhomor) appear instead 
in Stravinsky’s 1904 musical text, where they justify their refusal to go to war because they are senators. 
They also appear in the 1909 Narbut edition, which reads: “Get up fly-agarics, leave the dark woods, it’s 
time for you to get up, fight in war!” The amanitas refuse: “we are village thieves, we will not go to war.” 
It is interesting to observe that in the text proposed by Stravinsky, the gruzd mushrooms who eventually 
decide to go to war fight against all the other mushrooms that had refused (vsekh gribóv pob’yóm!, “we 
will hit all the other mushrooms!”).

This children’s story appears to have been used by Soviet propaganda in the years of the Civil War, 
at least as it appears in some isolated documents. I remember that the 1917 Bolshevik revolution caused 
the bloody Civil War that lasted until 1923 and which mainly saw two contenders on the battlefields, 
respectively called the Red Army (Bolshevik) and the White Army (“counter-revolutionary”) (they were 

2	 The name gruzd has been identified for some time with the mushroom Lactarius piperatus, and this also in the 
context of the discussion of the fairy tale “The war of mushrooms”; cf. ex. Dugan, 2006; but it was later pointed out that the 
Russians by this popular name mean the Lactarius resimus; cf. Vasilkov 1942.
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also involved in the conflict the Black Army and the Green Army). It should also be remembered that 
the October Revolution took place during the World War I, which saw the Russian army involved in the 
front against the Central Empires.

All the “red” and “white” soldiers who participated in the civil war knew the tale “The war of 
mushrooms,” in the same way that all Italian adults remember the tale of Little Red Riding Hood. In 
some cases an analogy was made between the “reds” and the “whites” of the Civil War with the red and 
white milkcap mushrooms of the fable. This analogy was made explicit in a drawing published in 1924 
in a Soviet children’s magazine, “Murzilka,” in which we see a row of fly-agarics with the words “We are 
going, we are going, we will exterminate the whole bourgeoisie” (My idom, my idom, vsekh burzhuyev 
izvedom), where “we are going” is to be understood by “we are going to war.” It is evident that the 
mushrooms here represent the Red Army, and that in this case there are no ordinary red mushrooms to 
represent it, but specifically the fly-agaric (Fig. 2).

In an article dated 2016 written on his personal website, 3 the Russian journalist Alexandr Maysuryan 
interpreted the propaganda image that appeared in Murzilka as follows: the mushrooms who refuse to 
go to war were considered the representatives of the exploiting —noble classes, clergy, kulakis—, and 
the red mushrooms (the mukhomor), which are evidently symbolically equated with the soldiers of the 
Bolshevik Red Army, lose their patience because they are forced to fight for the interests of others (in 
reference to the events of the World War I), and they decide to turn the imperialist war into a civil war.

We have seen how in the 1909 Narbut edition of the story the mukhomor refuse to go to war because 
they consider themselves “village thieves.” In a personal communication with Maysuryan, he pointed 
out to me that, despite having seen the concept of “village thieves” with a negative meaning, the author 
of the propaganda image of the Murzilka magazine has rethought it in a positive sense, taking advantage 
of another sense of “thieves,” a term by which in Russian history not only ordinary thieves were called 
but also rebels, including famous ones such as the Cossacks Emelyan Pugachev and Stepan Razin; 
ultimately with the meaning of “village thieves” as “revolutionaries.”.

It is not clear how widespread the fly-agaric analogy with the Red Army was at that time, as proposed 
so explicitly by the image in the Murzilka magazine. It must be borne in mind that this analogical process 
and the modification of the fairy tale adapted to the historical reality of the moment was probably lived 
mostly in an “implicit” way, that is where there is a certain “taking for granted” the knowledge of the 
story “The war of mushrooms.”

We know a literary document where the Whyte Army is symbolized by another mushroom, obviously 
white, and precisely by the white milkcap mushroom (gruzd) of the fable “The war of mushrooms.” 
The reference is present in a poem by Marina Ivanovna Tsvetaeva (1892-1941). This unfortunate 
poetess wrote a series of poems gathered under the title “The Swan Field,” dedicated to the White Army, 
in which her husband had enlisted in 1918, who never returned. One of these poems, written in 1920 in 
the middle of the Civil War, begins with “Oh you, my mushroom, milky white mushroom [gruzdi]!,” 
and follows with a symbolic language where the white and red colors are opposed and at the same time 
are transformed into each other:

“… It was white - now it’s red
the blood reddens her.
It was red - it turned white:
death whitens it.
Who are you? Of the Whites? - I don’t distinguish! Get up!
Or did you fall among the Reds? .... “ (Tsvetaeva 2016:143-5).

3	 maysuryan.livejournal.com

http://maysuryan.livejournal.com
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From the text it is inferred that the white milkycap mushroom is understood by the poetess as the soldier 
of the White Army, who turns red due to blood, while the Red Army soldier turns white because he turns 
pale when he dies. There is no explicit reference to the red mushroom in this poem, but Dennis Ioffe, who has 
carried out an in-depth study of the presence of mukhomor in Russian literature, has no doubt that Tsvetaeva 
considers its presence implicit in that poem, in contrast with the white mushroom (Ioffe 2020:169).

In these analogies with the mushrooms of the times of the Civil War, the citations to the fly-agaric 
do not seem to be accompanied by semantic values associated with its intoxicant properties, neither 
explicitly nor implicitly; nor do they seem to be accompanied by semantic values associated with the 
reputedly poisonous properties; it would seem that the semantic value implicit in this context is the red 
color of the mushroom.

I conclude these symbolic associations of mushrooms with warfare by observing an old Russian 
saying: “when mushrooms abound, there will be war around” (Wasson & Wasson I:37). Folk proverbs 
with a similar meaning are present in other European nations, and are explained by the fact that during 
wars mushrooms become a food subsistence resource.

Fly-agaric in the Russian intellectual avant-garde
The fly-agaric has been employed in various contexts of the Russian art movement known as Moscow 

Conceptualism. Originated in the late 1950s, in the middle of the Soviet period, this movement has 
experienced various renewal or transformative waves, as well as numerous ramifications. Given the 
strong censorship exercised by the Soviet regime, the Conceptualist fringes often operated in semi-
clandestinity and at an underground level.

At the turn of the 1970s and 1980s, Moscow’s Conceptualism saw the serious expression of the 
previous years transformed into a festive, colorful and strongly ironic expression. The new generation 
of Conceptualist artists was referred to as the “New Wave.” One of its more radical groups called itself 
with the Russian name given to fly-agaric, Mukhomor. It was a collective of five boys who, with a 
carnival, derisive and ironic strategy, wrote, painted, sang and performed in the most disparate contexts: 
“the Mukhomors mounted a two-pronged attack on both Soviet mass culture in its verbal and visuals 
forms and on the unofficial artistic tradition from which they had sprung and within which they 
located themselves. In this way, they combined images ironically mimicking official propaganda with 
mocking treatments of their artistic predecessors, who were still very much present [on the Moscow 
scene]”(Kalinsky 2013:83). There was no lack of allusions in their messages to Soviet militarism and the 
nuclear threat, with critical reference to the oppressive and omnipresent Soviet rhetoric, particularly 
unbearable for the youth masses. They managed to carry out their activities for five years, starting in 
1979, until they incurred censorship and institutional repression. In 1984 three of the Mukhomor were 
forcibly drafted into the army and forced to flee Moscow.

Often in their paintings the fly-agaric was drawn (see those reproduced in Obukhova 2018), and 
one of the most famous works, from 1980, depicted one of these mushrooms with the inscription Ty 
nuzhen miru, Mukhomor! (“The world needs you, fly-agaric!”). Their artistic production expressed a 
strong “non-sense,” which was intended to reflect a reality and a society that is increasingly meaningless, 
and the fly-agaric seems to have been taken by this young group as a symbol of rupture, perhaps as an 
alternative, but also as a symbol of hope. In this case it seems implicit a semantic value given to fly-agaric 
in reference to its psychoactive, visionary and de-schematizing properties (Fig. 4).

In 1991 happened a media event that was destined to remain immortalized in the memory of several 
generations of Russians and which continues to be part of the cultural baggage of contemporary Russia, 
as I was personally able to verify by talking with young Russians.
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It was one of the episodes of the television program “The Fifth Wheel,” broadcast on May 17 of that 
year by the Fifth Channel, a television in Leningrad. The program had as its theme “The central mystery 
of the October Revolution.” It should be borne in mind that in those years we are in the perestroika 
phase of Soviet politics, in which newspapers and televisions are finally free to give news and opinions 
no longer subject to government censorship. The Fifth Wheel was a sensationalist program in which 
critical aspects of Soviet history were highlighted from time to time, with a slant that ranged from 
serious communication to ironic interpretation.

In that episode of May 17, the host of the show, the journalist Sergei Sholokhov, interviewed Sergei 
Kuryokhin, a well-known artist, actor, musician, composer and much more. With an extremely serious 
and professional, almost academic tone, Kuryokhin expounded his theory, the result of a “long study” 
carried out among government archives, presenting photographic documents, clips of films, interviews 
addressed to scientists, from which he deduced with irrefutable evidence that the October Revolution 
was carried out by leaders who for many years had eaten fly-agaric, and came to affirm that “Lenin 
was a mushroom,” and not just any mushroom, but the visionary mushroom par excellence, the fly-
agaric. Millions of spectators were amazed and bewildered. On the one hand, the boldness with which 
Kuryokhin treated the symbol of Soviet history was disconcerting; on the other hand, having Kuryokhin 
skillfully expounded his theory in a rather credible way, many believed him and were therefore shocked. 
Few immediately understood that it was a huge joke, studied down to the smallest detail by Sholokhov 
and Kuryokhin.

During the long interview, Kuryokhin had plenty of time to skillfully present his thesis, drawing 
inspiration from data on the use of hallucinogenic mushrooms in Mexico, showing historical 
photographs of Lenin in different contexts —photographs that were known to all listeners, presented 
without any graphic modification, which therefore appeared as “real evidence”—, exposing theories of 
“accredited” studies that demonstrated how hallucinogenic mushrooms emanate radio waves. He read 
a passage from the correspondence between Lenin and Stalin, a true passage, in which Lenin wrote 
“Yesterday I ate too many mushrooms, but I feel great!”. During the transmission Kuryokhin reported: 
“Fly-agaric also has a personality, and two people cannot exist within the same person. And it has already 
been proven that the personality of fly-agaric is much stronger than the human personality. That is, 
if a person from childhood eats fly-agarics, they slowly become the essence of him, up to supplanting 
his own personality. That is, a person slowly turns into a mushroom”(Moiseevich 2018:253). Among 
the “evidence” which unequivocally highlighted Lenin’s connection with hallucinogenic sources, and 
which Kuryokhin presented with the air of an academic specialist, was a photo of the leader of the 
October Revolution sitting behind his desk in the Kremlin, and where above the desk there was an 
object which, according to Kuryokhin, represented a cactus of the type “Turbinicarpus with cephalium.” 
Immediately afterwards he showed a fragment of a real interview that he had made to an unsuspecting 
microbiologist, to whom he had asked questions about hallucinogenic mushrooms, then observed that 
the word “Lenin” on the contrary is read “ninel”, which would have been the name of a famous French 
mushroom recipe. And so on, all with a very skilful speed of presentation of the “evidences,” such as not 
to leave the viewer time for an objective evaluation. Taking from Alexei Yurchak, who tried to explain 
how millions of Russians could have believed what Kuryokhin was saying:

“Kuryokhin’s irony had roots in the informal artistic tradition that emerged during the last 
Soviet phase. A central element of this tradition was ironic ‘overidentification’ with the authoritative 
symbols and meanings of the state, the ironic style that was sometimes referred to as stiob. In this 
style it is hard to differentiate between the assertions made seriously and the assertions made 
ironically. It was therefore not so much what was presented, but how it was presented in the broadcast 
that had its effect, making one believe that Lenin was a mushroom” (Yurchak 2011:319-20).

As mentioned, this television broadcast caused a huge sensation, still remembered today by all 
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Russians. What is surprising is how it was possible that millions of Russians at the time believed that 
Lenin was a mushroom. Studies that have analyzed that program from a point of view of the sociology 
and psychology of communication (such as those by Yurchak 2011, 2017 and Moiseevich 2018), in 
my opinion, have managed to explain it only partially, and to explain it more fully it is necessary an 
ethnomycological evaluation of that media event.

Kuryokhin did not take inspiration from fantasy to credit the “proofs” that Lenin was a mushroom, 
but he took inspiration from a careful study of the ethnographic data available at that time, as well as from 
the knowledge of the commonplaces of the Russian population regarding mushrooms. Considerations 
such as that of the stronger personality of fly-agaric that takes over the mind of the one who ingests it, 
and that whoever ingests the mushroom turns into a mushroom up to mimic its appearance, are found 
as registered beliefs among the Siberian ethnic groups.

The Koriak believe that all living beings appear in two states: one corresponds to its external form as 
we know it, and the other corresponds to an anthropomorphic form located below the external form. 
Thus it is enough for a man to wear the skin of an animal to actually transform into that animal, or 
for he to put on a hat and stand on one leg to transform into a mushroom. Even the deities do it, 
like Eme’mqut, the son of Big-Crow: in a mythological tale he and his wives put on their heads a red 
cap with white spots and in this way they turn into fly-agarics, thus being able to confuse among the 
“Amanita people” and go unnoticed as they ascend from the lower world to the earthly one (Jochelson 
1908:116, 148-9). The Koriak also believe that it is the mushroom that controls the behavior of the one 
who ingested it. Frequently he jumps on one leg, but not at his will. During the effect, the amanita spirit 
—which has anthropomorphic features— replaces the human spirit, and that is why consumers have a 
tendency to identify with the mushroom: “If the agaric tells the elderly man that he has ingested it ‘You 
are just born’, the old man will cry like a newborn child; if the agaric tells him ‘Soon you will melt’, the 
man would see his legs, arms, and body melt away”(Jochelson 1905-1908:120).

The Chukchi too believe that the spirits of the amanita have a mushroom-like appearance, and the 
person who ingests them feels the need to imitate their appearance:

“I saw one man suddenly snatch a small narrow bag and pull it with all his might over his 
head, trying to break through the bottom. He was evidently imitating the mushroom bursting 
forth from the ground. Another walked around with his neck drawn in, and assured every 
one that he had no head. He would bend his knees and move very quickly, swinging his arms 
violently about. This was in imitation of the spirits of fly-agaric, who are supposed to have no 
necks or legs, but stout cylindrical bodies which move about swiftly” (Bogoras 1904-09:206).

The spirit of fly-agaric forces man to do meaningless actions, only to prove that it is he who commands 
within the man’s body:

“An intoxicated man, while talking to me reasonably enough, suddendly leaped aside, and, 
dropping on his knees, exclaimed, ‘Hills, how do you do? Be greeted!’ Then he stood up, and, 
looking at the full moon, asked, ‘O Moon! Why are you waning so fast?’ He told me that the 
spirits answered, ‘Even so will your life wane, unless you show the moon your bare bottocks.’ This 
he did, and then, suddendly recovering his senses, began to laugh at his foolish actions” (ibid.:207).

Even the Intelmen of Kamchatka, formerly known as Kamchadal, believed that it was the mushroom 
that commanded the actions of those who ingest them (Krasheninnikov 1755, 2:111).

The passages here quoted belong to the Waldemar Bogoras, Waldemar Jochelson, Stepan 
Krasheninnikov texts, being among the best known books on Siberian ethnography, and at the time of 
Kuryokhin’s television appearance they were available in both English and Russian. Furthermore, the 
pages dealing with fly-agaric were included in the collection of documents that Wasson had assembled 
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in his 1968 book. Kuryokhin, who always studied his stiob-style performances at the desk, and for which 
he used to document himself in depth, had certainly read these documents, either from direct sources 
or through the Wasson’s book.

It must also be considered that the ideas of the Siberian natives associated with fly-agaric —such as 
the personality of the mushroom taking over from the one who ingests it and the transformation of this 
into the physical aspect of the mushroom— gradually spread among the Russians, starting with those 
who in past centuries had settled in Siberia, which in turn passed them on to those who lived in the great 
metropolises such as Moscow and St. Petersburg.

Both the Russians and the Cossacks based in Siberia had learned from the natives to take fly-agaric, 
especially when their favorite intoxicating source, vodka, was not available. One of the first documents 
dates back to the mid-18th century, where the use of the mushroom among the Cossacks in Kamchatka 
is reported. Some cases are described, including that of a military officer who, after eating the mushroom, 
this one ordered him to self-strangle in order to arouse admiration in those present, who saved him by 
stopping him in time in his self-destructive action (Krasheninnikov 1755, 2:110-1). Therefore, among the 
non-natives, the theme of the fungus that takes over from the one who has ingested it is already present.

The influence of the Chukchi culture among the Russians was profound, and they absorbed the 
interpretations regarding the mushroom; interpretations that we know even better today than those 
reported by ethnographers of the early twentieth century. The anthropologist Simchenko asked 
Chukchi people who frequently ate hwapaq (fly-agaric) what they thought this was: “A 19-year-old 
boy said ‘Hwapak is a special spirit who lives in agaric. When the mushroom is ingested, the spirit 
enters the person’; a 50-year-old lady said: ‘Hwapak is a man because he has a mind like a man. And 
hwapak with his mind immediately subdues the human mind.’ If a person has sufficient willpower, he 
can force the agaric to satisfy his desire for him. If the character of the agaric is stronger, the agaric will 
prevail” (Simchenko 1993:25). The Koriak believe that the amanita spirit can replace the human spirit, 
which is why people identify themselves with the mushroom while under the influence of the amanita 
(Khakhovskaya 2016).

These are the same arguments presented by Kuryokhin in the course of his television performance 
and are also the ideas spread among the Russians after centuries of contacts and cultural influences 
with the Siberian natives. These ideas also overlap the cultural substrate of the anthropomorphization 
of mushrooms in Russian fables, as they were expressed in the short story “The war of mushrooms” or 
in Tosltoj’s short stories. It is on the basis of these ideas, reinforced by Kuryokhin’s masterful stiob-style 
communication, that it was possible that at the time millions of Russians believed that Lenin was a 
mushroom, and moreover hallucinogenic. Perhaps, some still believe it today.

The mukhomor in contemporary Russian literature
Looking at the presence of fly-agaric in post-Soviet Russian literature, I first present a text by Alexandr 

Verbnikov. Nicknamed “the poet of the Urals”. Verbnikov was above all a poet, as well as being a brilliant 
translator and teacher. Born in the Ural region in 1962, he tragically died in 2018. At some point in his life 
he became interested in fly-agaric and had several experiences with this mushroom. In the years 1993-1996 
he wrote a book that has remained unpublished until now, but the full text of which is freely available on 
numerous Russian web sites. The title is “Grandfather Amanita and banana boy, or mushroom pickers-
seekers of themselves” (Dedushka Mukhomor i mal’chik Bananan ili Gribniki-shkurniki). It is a mixed 
literary genre, which begins in the form of a novel —with evident autobiographical connotations— and 
then continues in the form of an essay, with the leading theme the fly-agaric.

In mid-August the protagonist, an adult man, is in a forest picking mushrooms, a single species of 
mushroom: the fly-agaric. He has been collecting them for four years, he also collects those that are kicked 
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and trampled by the other “normal” mushroom pickers. While walking in the woods he meets a girl who 
is collecting “normal” mushrooms. They talk to each other, each shows the other their crops, and the girl 
is surprised by that basket full of fly-agarics which she considers poisonous, and asks for explanations.

They sit down and he explains that he collects them because he loves them: “They are my little friends. 
My greatest friends. My only friends. They are very intelligent, they know everything about everything.” 
He also tells her that sometimes he eats them, indeed he drinks the infusion, “this is sometimes necessary 
at the beginning, for knowledge,” but then there is not always the need to eat them, he likes to greet 
them, collect them, bring them at home. He has been collecting them for four years, since he was in a 
retirement home (a “sanatorium,” to rest from a nervous breakdown), where he happened to have a 
dream in which a luminous child appeared to him and showed him a fly-agaric and pointed to a book, 
while saying “come and visit us, we are waiting for you”.

He began to leaf through it (always in a dream), it was a book dedicated to the fly-agaric, written in 
numerous languages, and as he read he understood them all. He wrote down a recipe for preparing the 
mushroom. Upon awakening he perceived himself as a new man, curious and fearless. He looked for 
these mushrooms in the woods and using the recipe memorized in the dream he tried them, without the 
fear of dying because he didn’t care if he died or not, he was interested in responding to the call of the 
dream. They were very important constructive experiences, fundamental experiences for his life.

In the text there is a frequent reference to the identification or transformation of the collector into 
fly-agaric. He considers himself a mushroom in the guise of a man: “Agarics are the same people, and 
we, the people, are the same mushrooms to them, they receive knowledge through us, as we do through 
them.” Here the influence of Kuryokhin is evident, as the dedication of Verbnikov’s book “to the 
obscure unconsciousness of Sergei Kuryokhin” suggests.

At one point in the story, everything that has been described above —the meeting in the woods with 
the girl, the story of the dream from four years ago, etc.— it becomes a dream from which the man wakes 
up, and in reality he still finds himself a school-age boy, on a bed in the school hostel and with the books in 
front of him that he had to study for the entrance exam to the university. At this point the author speaks 
in the first person, and the novel turns into a descriptive essay of the fly-agaric, passing from the medicinal 
uses of this mushroom to the symbolic value of the color red, to Wasson’s studies, to psychedelics.

A witty consideration concerns the explanation of the reasons that induce common people to 
violently destroy the fly-agaric when they meet it in a wood; a behavior that I have personally been able 
to observe with some frequency also in Italy. What is surprising is the level of violence that accompanies 
the destruction of this mushroom, for which I always thought there was some psychological reasons. 
And Verbnikov offers a plausible explanation. It is not so much because they consider it poisonous, 
therefore as an act of personal “defense” and for others (really deadly mushrooms such as the deathcap 
do not undergo this treatment), but there is a more hidden psychological reason, which originates 
from when, as children, we all observe / absorb contradictory behavior of adults: the infantile world is 
flooded with images of fly-agarics, becoming one of the symbols of affection, warmth, innocence and 
safety of children; myth that is brutally destroyed on the day when, when the family is in the woods 
picking mushrooms (a frequent occurrence in Russia), with intimidating gestures and words the adults 
block the unsuspecting infant while he is about to collect this mushroom, forbidding him to do this 
not only at that moment but for the rest of his life. At that moment a “betrayal” occurs in the child’s 
mind. Verbnikov notes that, for consistency, the family would have to destroy or eliminate any image of 
fly-agaric in the child’s bedroom from that point on, “but a modern civilized man, being a consistent 
schizophrenic, does not.” When the child, now grown up, wanders through the woods and meets the 
fly-agaric, he will hurl at him all his unconscious anger for that childhood “betrayal.” The degree of 
reaction to the encounter with the fungus in nature will depend on the more or less traumatic level 
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experienced as a child due to the disappointment of the parents’ veto to pick it up, and in the more 
“acute” forms of what I have defined “Verbnikov’s trauma” —in honor of the Russian writer who 
pointed this out— the adult reaction will be more violent. It could be assumed that all of us, people of 
Western culture, have suffered as children in varying degrees from the “Verbnikov’s trauma,” we carry 
it within us unconsciously, and react to the sight or even to the thought of the fly-agaric, according to 
the depth of this childhood trauma. The disappointment for the “betrayal” of the emotional value of 
the mushroom with the red hat sprinkled with white dots that accompanied the early childhood of 
children, also occurs in those who do not experience the delusional event in a wood, but who acquire 
the values of dangerousness and poisonousness of the fungus in other ways, through reading or simple 
verbal communication (Samorini 2022:44-45).

In 1999 an epic story appeared in two volumes entitled Mifogennaia liubov ‘kast (“Mythogenic love 
of castes”), written by two Conceptualist artists, Pavel Peppershtein and Sergei Anufriev, in which the 
theme of hallucinogenic mushrooms is an intrinsic part of the plot: early World War I a Russian party 
official named Dunaev is seriously wounded in the head and finds himself deep in a forest. Here he eats 
hallucinogenic mushrooms, the effects of which transform him from a communist to an “omniscient 
militant sorcerer.” After that, a “parallel war” develops in the Russian territory which sees well-known 
heroes of fairy tales and children’s books, such as Peter Pan and the Wizard of Oz, fighting against 
German Nazis, Christian saints and hallucinating infernal figures.

The first mushroom taken by Dunaev seems to be the fly-agaric; the following times it feeds on 
hallucinogenic mushrooms that are not better specified or not better identifiable in reality, described as 
“small mushrooms similar to morels.” One of these is called the dum mushroom (“thought mushroom”) 
which grows only on the graves of the drowned. Others grow on the tombs of sleepwalkers (Ioffe 
2020). In the novel it is evident the value given to these mushrooms, including fly-agaric, as visionary 
mushrooms with a revealing and transformative effect on the character of an individual.

One of the two authors of this novel, Pavel Peppershtein, is a founding member of the artistic group 
“Inspetsiia MedGermenevtika” (Medical Inspection Hermeneutics), known in Russia as one of the 
younger fringes of Conceptualism and founded in 1987. He is part of the wider Moscow artist circle 
called Noma (which stands for “Psychological Space of Perception”). The Inspetsiia MedGermenevtika 
starts from the concept that the “normal” state of consciousness is a kind of disease that must be treated. 
Hence the term “Medical Hermeneutics.” The artistic productions of this group are therefore to be 
understood as actions of a “therapeutic” process (Ioffe 2020).

In the same year 1999, a novel by Viktor Pelevin, Generazion P, was released, which was destined 
to a certain success both in Russia and in the Western world, through numerous editions in European 
languages and in the USA (Pelevin, 1999). Set in Moscow in the 1990s, it describes the science fiction 
adventures of a group of people belonging to the youth generation of the 1970s, considered a “lost” 
generation in the final phase of the Soviet regime, who no longer believe in the grayness of the regime 
and who seek entertainment through the “Pepsi.” The letter P of the title should be understood as 
the initial of this foreign drink. The main character is Vavilen Tatarsky, a graduate in literature with 
a good intelligence, who enters the world of advertising specializing in composing advertising slogans 
for foreign products aimed at the reception of the Russian mentality. In the novel Tatarsky deals with 
Chechen bandits, cocaine addicts, but also publicists and other individuals enriched through the 
introduction of Western goods and values following the liberalization of Gorbachov’s perestroika. 
Tatarsky has several experiences with drugs, first with cocaine, which he soon abandons, however, as he 
does not give him pleasure, then with psychedelics, LSD and fly-agaric. It is an old school friend of his 
who supplies him with mushrooms. Shortly before his first experience with  fly-agaric he had found a 
folder labeled “Tihamat.” It is at this point that the novel takes a science fiction turn: in this folder there 
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were news of the Chaldean goddess Ishtar, whose paraphernalia were a mirror, a mask and the fly-agaric. 
It was also written that any inhabitant of Babylon could become the goddess’s husband by drinking a 
potion of fly-agaric and climbing the ziggurat while trying to solve three riddles.

When Tatarsky actually tried the mushroom, his mind underwent a powerful process of freeing his 
thoughts, and in the course of the “journey” he found himself climbing a building under construction 
where he encountered three objects that became his amulets: a pack of cigarettes from the Parliament, 
a Cuban coin with an image of Che Guevara and a pencil sharpener in the shape of a TV. From that 
moment on, his publishing production became very creative. A consequence of his experiences with 
fly-agaric and LSD is depersonalization, where his personality is gradually replaced by a system of 
commercial symbols. It is this system of symbols that becomes Ishtar’s earthly bridegroom. The story 
becomes even more science fiction when Tatarsky discovers, again through the revelations given to him 
by fly-agaric and LSD, that the entire Russian political and control system is made up not of real people 
but of avatars created with 3D graphics. Tatarsky himself is no longer a person but a 3D program, and all 
reality is transformed into a virtual world. In this novel the fly-agaric is presented both as a psychedelic, 
a “revealing of the mind,” and as a cause of depersonalization, and it is to be suspected that in the latter 
function there is the influence of the beliefs of the Siberian natives which I described earlier, mediated 
by the 1991 Kuryokhin television event.

The fly-agaric also appears in Russian fable literature, as a timeless iconographic and literary topos. In 
2015 a novel for teenage girls was published where this mushroom even appears in the title, “The little 
witch and the great fly-agaric” (Ved’mochka i bol’shiye mukhomory). Written by Katerina Polyanskaya, 
in a Potter style the adventures of a young witch who attends the Vedovskaya school of witchcraft are 
told, helped by toads that live inside large fly-agarics. The values that emerge from the story are those 
of purity, loyalty, the good use of magic, but also that of the “prince charming” with whom the young 
witch falls in love. In the story fly-agaric seems to have a positive, albeit indirect, value as the home of the 
toads, intended as beneficial and wise beings ready to help the young witch in difficult moments during 
her magical practices. The symbolic association of fly-agaric with the toad is widespread throughout 
Eurasia, and is testified by the popular names with which mushrooms in general or fly-agaric specifically 
are called in different languages: toadstool. Ethnomycological studies have highlighted these names as 
well were originally used to specifically name the fly-agaric (Wasson & Wasson 1957: I:65-188) (Fig. 5).

The term Mukhomor has been used to title a couple of Russian magazines.

One of these was published in the years 1922-1923 (Fig. 6). It was a satirical magazine printed in St. 
Petersburg by the Krugozor publishing house. 15 issues were published. The magazine dealt satirically 
above all with issues of international politics, ridiculing in particular the colonial and bourgeois policies 
of the Central Empires, which had participated on the opposite front in the World War I. In addition 
to a fierce criticism of the intellectuals who had participated in the White counterrevolution during the 
Civil War, there was no lack of satirical criticism directed at the Bolshevik leaders, and it was for this 
reason that at a certain point the magazine was forced to close.

More recently, a fashion magazine is titled Mukhomor. As stated by the publisher, Alexandra 
Kuznetsova, the title takes its cue directly from the satirical magazine of the 1920s, and is “focused 
on the connection between cuisine and contemporary art.” The first issue was published in 2018 and 
contains an interview with Sergey Mironenko, one of the five artists who made up the Mukhomor 
Conceptualist group, as well as an interview with contemporary German artist Karsten Höller, known 
for his installations in which gigantic fly-agaric are located in the ceiling. The magazine deals often the 
theme of mushrooms and in particular of the fly-agaric in contemporary art (Fig. 7).

The mukhomor in contemporary Russian art
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Turning our gaze to artistic productions, two contemporary artists who use fly-agaric in their 
sculptural expression are Igor Makarevich and Elena Elagina. They look everywhere for the shape of the 
mushroom —in the plaster of the walls, in the mortars and in a myriad of common objects— with the 
aim of demonstrating its ubiquity: “not everyone is able to see it,” says Elagina, “we are trying to find 
the impulses of irrationality in architectural artifacts. The works of our project are characterized by the 
supremacy of hallucination”(Samman 2008). Several three-dimensional works reproduce the fly-agaric, 
sometimes there are two, one on top of the other, surmounted by an oblique iron tower. The latter 
structure is a well-known Soviet artwork from 1919, the Tatlin Tower, produced by Vladimir Tatlin, 
founder of the Soviet art school known as Suprematist. This work, which was intended to represent the 
Third Communist International, was at that time taken as a symbol of modernity and the new Soviet 
industrialization. Makarevich and Elagina use fly-agaric as a primordial symbol above which stands what 
was considered the symbol of Soviet modernization, both in a sense of opposition to Soviet modernism, 
and with the sense of modernism arising from primordial values. The semantic value associated with 
this mushroom in their artistic work is definitely oriented towards the visionary one (Fig. 8).

Vasya Lozhkin is the stage name of Alexei Vladimirovich Kudelin. He is a musician and a painter. 
His art has been defined by critics as primitivist, although the artist does not agree in this context, 
preferring to consider himself more prosaically an inept designer. He sets the scenes of his paintings, 
through which he ridicules contemporary reality, in a mystical fictional city named Kobylozadovsk, and 
the dominant themes are alcoholics, elderly people, clowns, pinocchios and cats. (Fig. 9)

In some paintings he drew fly-agarics, more precisely individuals in the act of eating these mushrooms. 
In a couple of these paintings, entitled “Fly-agaric” and “Fly-agaric with cat”, the words “Why don’t 
you eat fly-agarics?” (A ty pochemu ne yesh ‘mukhomory?) are inserted. In a 2018 interview published 
on the website studpressa.ru, Lozhkin admitted his source of creative inspiration: “Basically, of course, 
it’s about drugs and mushrooms, especially fly-agarics. Sometimes I get intoxicated with fly-agarics and 
drawing.” So this artist inserts the fly-agaric in his art with a specific symbolic meaning to indicate an 
intoxicant source through which he draws inspiration.

A further association of fly-agaric with the Russian revolution is found in a painting by artist Dasha 
Fursei. Born in 1978 in St. Petersburg, Fursei is considered a representative of the artistic current called 
New Sincerity. Begun in the 90s and in full development in the 2000s, the New Sincerity originated with 
the appearance of young artists who expressed themselves in contrast to the dominant artistic expression 
of the 1980s and 1990s and which was based on absurd irony, on cynicism, ridicule and stiob; an artistic 
current particularly appreciated by Western art criticism, interested in those years exclusively by clearly 
dissident Russian artists. The protagonists of the New Sincerity, tired of artistic expressions aimed at a 
harsh and rancorous criticism of the Soviet system, try to explore Soviet socialist life without prejudice 
but also without nostalgia. Their tender age does not allow them to be nostalgic. And it was precisely a 
stay in Paris in 2005 that gave Fursei the opportunity to observe the uniquely “dissident” interpretation 
of the Russian artistic and literary avant-garde by a unified Europe, and which gave her the opportunity 
to produce a series of tables grouped under the title of Pionerki. During the Soviet period the pionerki, 
the “pioneer girls,” were adolescents aged 10-14 who participated in a communist organization —a kind 
of girlscout— in which ideological values such as purity, feminine heroism, and the cult of the leader 
and the strongman were inculcated. Many pionerki had Yuri Gagarin as their idol.

In Fursei’s tables there always appears a girl in pionerki uniform surrounded by themes of Soviet 
revolutionary idealism —the pre-Stalinist, realist and “sincere” one— where the element that does not 
allow the painting to be interpreted in a nostalgic sense lies in a certain sensuality and eroticism of 
the little girl. To better understand the meaning of this “sincere” erotic production and of the work 
in which the fly-agaric is depicted, it is appropriate to mention a Russian media event that took place 
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in 1989 which, as in the case of Kuryokhin’s program, was destined to become a mainstream subject 
known to all Russians.

In the perestroika phase, a satellite bridge of Russian-American television channels was organized, 
with live discussion of various themes focused on the comparison of the two cultures finally free to 
confront each other. In touching the subject of pornography, during the discussion a Russian lady, 
still a fervent Soviet, exclaimed “We don’t have sex!” The lady evidently meant that in the Soviet period 
pornography practically did not exist, but this hasty and equivocal exclamation came out, which was 
destined to become a popular slogan among the Russians to indicate “the stereotypical view of the Soviet 
denial of all human pleasures”(Yurchak 2008). It is therefore the erotic touch in Fursei’s paintings that 
prevents a nostalgic interpretation of them and that manifests the character of a disruptive, post-Soviet 
and post-stiob avant-garde (Fig. 10).

One of the most expressive paintings of this artistic vitality, of this “desire to get out of all the post-,” is 
precisely the one where a big fly-agaric stands as the main protagonist, together with the erotic girl pionerki. 
A famous depiction of the assault on the Winter Palace during the 1917 revolution is painted on the hat, 
and again the mushroom’s association with the Leninist revolution is influenced by Kuryokhin’s media 
work. What appears provocative in this painting is its immediate erotic, almost pornographic reading, 
with the sensual girl engaging in oral intercourse with the mushroom. Thus, a fly-agaric as a symbol 
of the Soviet revolution, and an artist who expresses the recognition of the “sincere” values of this first 
phase of Soviet history through an erotic gesture that would have been considered unacceptable by the 
Stalinist and post-Stalinist ideology: “we don’t have sex!”
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Fig. 1 - Cover of a Soviet book on edible and 
poisonous mushrooms

Pictures

Fig. 2 - Image published in 1924 in n° 6 of the 
Murzilka children’s magazine. Below the image 
appears the inscription (in Russian) “We are 
going, we are going, we will exterminate the whole 
bourgeoisie”
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Fig. 3 - Painting from the 1909 edition of “The 
war of mushrooms” by Georgy Narbut

Fig. 4 - Painting by the Conceptualist group of the 
Mukhomor, 1980, with the inscription “The world 
needs you, fly-agaric!”
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Fig. 5 - Cover of the novel for teenagers “The little witch and 
the big fly-agaric” by Katerina Polyanskaya, 2015

Fig. 6 - Cover of one of the issues of Mukhomor magazine 
from 1922.
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Fig. 7 - Some covers of the contemporary fashion magazine Mukhomor

Fig. 8 - Some sculptures by the artists Igor Makarevich and Elena Elagina (images from the catalog of one of their shows by 
Samman, 2008)

Fig. 9 - Paintings by artist Vasya Lozhkin with the inscription “Why don’t you eat fly-agarics?”
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Fig. 10 - Painting by the artist Dasha Fursei.


