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Abstract 

This study examines ways that both authoritarian capitalism and global flows of culture 

have shaped the Russian television industry. This dissertation explores three main 

questions: How does the system of state-directed capitalism shape television production, 

particularly with regards to balancing propaganda and profit? What kinds of 

representations are possible on television in Russia under authoritarian capitalism? What 

is the relationship of the Russian television industry with other parts of the global media 

industry? To explore these questions, this dissertation examines the structure of the 

Russian television industry with particular attention given to the most important channels 

and production companies. In all cases, the relationship of these companies to both the 

Putin-led state and their level of integration with the global television marketplace is 

examined in-depth. Using a mix of semi-structured interviews with industry workers, 

analysis of industry trade journals, popular press and textual analysis, this dissertation 

examines four of the main television stations in the country all of whom have different 

relationships to the state. I argue that typical accounts of Russian media as merely serving 

the interests of the state are overly simplistic. The expectation that television channels or 

production companies linked to the ruling elite create programming that supports the 

Putin governmentôs nation-building efforts while commercial stations use their platforms 

to criticize the status-quo is shown to be erroneous. State-owned and state-affiliated 

stations whose leadership has strong ties to Putinôs inner circle often produce 

programming that represents key Russian institutions negatively while commercial 

networks generally produce apolitical programing unlikely to attract the attention of the 

state. Along with the internal dynamics of the Russian industry, this dissertation 
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examines the role that global media have played in the development of the Russian 

television industry in the post-Soviet era. The role of major western media companies in 

post-Soviet Russia is explored through a case study of Sony Televisionôs expansion into 

Russia in the 2000s. This dissertation argues that contrary to theories of cultural 

imperialism prominent in the fields of political economy and cultural studies, the global 

television industryôs strongest influence has not been in spreading Western values to 

Russia, but instead transferring industrial and production practices. Therefore, this project 

significantly complicates notions of how television industries function in an authoritarian 

capitalist state, with important implications for those examining media in other states 

with similar systems. 
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Introduction  

Soviet-era comedian Yakov Smirnoff famously joked that ñin Russia, we only had two 

TV channels. Channel One was propaganda. Channel Two consisted of a KGB officer telling 

you: Turn back at once to Channel One.ò1 While he was clearly exaggerating for comedic 

purposes, the Russian stateôs involvement with television has been and remains one of its central 

characteristics. In the post-Soviet era, television has been used by the Russian government to 

consolidate its hold over the Russian imagination. Even following the Russian Federationôs 

annexation of the Crimean Peninsula, and the economic hardship caused by the imposition of 

sanctions by Western nations, Russian President Vladimir Putinôs personal popularity rating has 

remained extremely high. Most Russians also support his project to return the country to a place 

of prominence and respect in the world. News and television drama disseminate this message.  

 Along with a great deal of crude propaganda, often featuring a shirtless Putin performing 

ultra-masculine feats, patriotic fictional programming is an important aspect of the Russian 

television landscape. Many of these fictional programs have focused on either Russiaôs imperial 

history or the Second World War, though it is called the Great Patriotic War in Russia. While 

less direct than the news, these types of series are meant to sway people to a vision of Russia that 

is in line with the Putin governmentôs overall project to rebuild confidence in Russia as a great 

nation. With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the fall of the ñIron Curtain,ò however, 

Russian culture no longer exists in relative isolation from the rest of the world. During the 1990s 

Russia was inundated with cultural content, primarily from the West and Latin America. Even 

given the revival of the Russian television industry which started in the 2000s, the programming 

                                                           
1 Francis Tapon, The Hidden Europe: What Eastern Europeans Can Teach Us (New Delhi: Thomson Press, 2011), 

672. 
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that is now available to Russian audiences has to be understood as the result of market and 

cultural forces that transcend that country. Russian cultural products must compete for audiences 

with the rest of the world to be successful today. 

Russia was a relatively late entrant to the system of global capitalism. The country, 

therefore, represents an important case study for understanding how post-socialist countries have 

managed the transition from a communist form of modernity, characterize by planned, state-

directed economies and high levels of social and cultural control, to late modernity and 

globalization. The most salient feature of Russiaôs experience in the post-Soviet period has been 

the development of a form of governance and economics called ñAuthoritarian Capitalism.ò The 

term is similar to that used to describe the political-economic systems in other post-socialist 

countries, most notably the Peopleôs Republic of China. The system embraces capitalism, but in 

a way that differs sharply from the free market neo-liberal capitalism of the West. Laurence Ma 

defines authoritarian capitalism as ñeconomic growthéachieved without democracy, with the 

scope, tempo, and processes of change controlled by the authoritarian state.ò2 The style of 

governance that this model follows has the state playing the dominant role in the economy. In the 

case of China, the governing communist party maintains its ownership of almost all property and 

heavily directs economic planning. The Russian example is a bit different since the country lacks 

a defined party structure that oversees every aspect of governance. While it is clearly Putin and 

former members of the state security establishment, called siloviki, that are the power brokers in 

the country, it is less clearly defined than the single-party rule in China. While state ownership is 

less pronounced, the Russian government has substantial holdings in strategically vital industries 

                                                           
2 Laurence Ma, ñViewpoint: Chinaôs Authoritarian Capitalism: Growth, Elitism and Legitimacy.,ò International 

Development Planning Review 31, no. 1 (2009): i. 
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such as oil and gas, transportation (primarily rail), defense, and media. Even for privately owned 

companies in Russia, the Putin government looms large. Any action by these companies that 

directly involves politics can lead to the seizure of property and incarceration. For example, oil 

tycoon Mikhail Khodorkovsky was jailed on trumped-up charges after he funded the opposition 

party Yabloko.3 Despite the stateôs seeming omnipresence in the economy, the goal of most 

corporations is still to be profitable. 

This study examines the ways that the Russian television industry, Russiaôs most vital 

and important cultural industry, has been shaped by both authoritarian capitalism and the global 

flows of culture. I argue that the relationship of network and high-ranking network personal 

largely dictates the type of programming that appears on Russian channels. Generally, the more 

direct the relationship, the more they will produce series that directly support the Putin 

governmentôs nation-building efforts. In some cases, however, a network executive with a 

personal connection to Putin or his inner circle can produce some programming that does not 

serve the interests of the state as long as the overall tone of the station's programming is pro-

Kremlin. For their part, networks that have a less direct relationship with the state act more like 

their counterparts globally. Namely, they try to produce programs that will ultimately attract 

audiences so that the station can sell more advertising. While these privately-owned, for-profit 

networks do not directly produce content for the state, they do have to carefully navigate the 

labyrinthine dictates of the Russian state to avoid sanction by some official body. Therefore, 

even when there is no direct ownership, the state and its ideological needs are one of the greatest 

factors shaping the production of new programs. 

                                                           
3 Ben Judah, Fragile Empire: How Russia Fell In and Out of Love with Vladimir Putin (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2014). 
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Herein lies one of the key distinctions that this project seeks to address. A substantial 

proportion of the theoretical framework and the scholarship in television studies has been 

undertaken by researchers either working in or steeped in the norms of industries that operate in 

western, developed, globally integrated, free market societies. Because they assume that the 

norms prevalent in the West are universalizable, scholars have assumed the dwindling 

importance of the nation state. In Western countries like Canada, the United States and the 

nations that make up the core of the European Union which have been integrating their cultures 

and economies into global markets for several decades this assumption is understandable. In 

those places the nation state is far less important than it was in the past. While Russia is no 

longer as isolated from the West as it was in the Soviet era, its experience of late-modernity 

remains markedly different from those of Western nations. Russia often positions itself as being 

a civilizational opposite and alternative to the West. While these claims are problematic and 

highly debatable the fact that Russia as a nation is presented a substitute for the West, and that 

many Russians accept this idea, speaks to the continued salience of the ñnationò in that country.  

Even the state-directed nature of the Russian television industry stands in stark contrast 

with arguments taking place in the field of media studies. These arguments suggest that in the 

age of globalization and transnational transfers of texts and knowledge, that the nation-state is 

merely one actor among many and that, it should not be given precedence over actors like 

transnational and multinational corporations. In Russia, the nation-state remains not only the 

most important actor in the field of cultural production, but it is also able to supersede the 

influence of all other actors through a variety of legal and extra-legal means. The central position 

of the state in Russian media production is a result of Russiaôs particular experience of 

modernity which is heavily influenced by authoritarianism. Broadly speaking the Russian 
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example speaks to the fact that while the models that media studies scholars have used to argue 

for the decline of the nation-state make sense in the context of Western, free-market 

democracies, these arguments lose much of their salience when they encounter a country like 

Russia. While Russia has some distinct attributes, it is not unique. Some of the trends explored in 

this study correspond with those in other authoritarian capitalist states like China and Vietnam 

and may herald changes that will occur in states moving in a similar direction, like Hungary and 

Turkey.  

For Russia, much of the post-Soviet era has been characterized by a struggle to reconcile 

the shift from communist modernity to a modernity anchored primarily in Western-led global 

capitalism. The concept of modernity most commonly used in media and cultural studies is ña 

post-traditional order marked by change, innovation, and dynamismò which Anthony Giddens 

suggests emerges partially as a response to the forces of capitalism.4 Giddensô focus is a bit too 

narrow since communism was a type of modernity that employed a different economic structure 

but broadly shared some of the features as its western counterpart. While Soviet Russia was 

clearly subject to a form of communist modernity, Russia is a new entrant to global, capitalist 

modernity. Because Russia developed different social institutions and practices than the West 

during the Soviet period, it represents a different inflection of modernity. One can point to the 

authoritarian power structures, the lack of a free press, the absence of a Western sense of the rule 

of law and heavy state involvement in key sectors of the economy, as examples of modernity that 

is different from the West. S.N Eisenstadt suggests the term ómultiple modernitiesô to make sense 

of these differences. He claims that ñone of the most important implications of the term ómultiple 

modernitiesô is that modernity and Westernization are not identical; Western patterns of 

                                                           
4 Chris Barker, Global Television: An Introduction (New York: Blackwell, 1997). 
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modernity are not the only óauthenticô modernities, though they enjoy historical precedence and 

continue to be a basic reference point for others.ò5 Russia today stands as one of the most 

prominent examples of a non-western modernity.  

While Russia represents an example of a non-western modernity, it is important to note 

that, particularly in the post-Soviet era it is increasingly interacting with and integrating elements 

of global culture. These elements come into Russia through exchanges driven by globalization 

and are localized through a process called hybridity.6 In this process, textual elements and forms 

from abroad are integrated into new texts being produced in a local context. Thus we might get a 

ñRussian sitcomò that has the form of western television programs, but is entirely local in 

content. Theories of hybridity are primarily useful in countering ideas that ethnonational cultures 

ever existed in a state of undefiled purity by pointing to the continual cultural exchanges that 

nearly all groups have experienced historically. By pointing to moments of exchange and 

assimilation the concept of hybridity suggests a path forward for understanding how cultures 

survived by taking in the elements that suit them and rejecting those that do not in a dialectic of 

transgressing and reasserting cultural boundaries. 

In many ways, this study is the among the first of its kind. While some work has begun 

on television in the former Eastern Bloc, in particular, a recent anthology edited by Timothy 

Havens, Iniko Imre, and Katalin Lustik examined television in the former Soviet vassals of 

Central and Eastern Europe; Russia remains almost completely unexamined. While there are 

important parallels between these other formerly communist states and the Russian Federation, 

namely their shared political histories and relatively deep cultural ties, there are significant 

                                                           
5 S.N. Eisenstadt, ñMultiple Modernities,ò Deadalus Winter 2000, no. 1 (2000): 2ï3. 
6 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, Globalization and Culture: Global Mélange. (Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2009), 100. 
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differences, which also make the insights of studies in the region difficult to transfer to the 

Russian case. For example, with the possible exception of Poland, none of the other countries of 

the former Soviet Empire have populations or economies large enough to sustain domestic 

television industries that produce most of the content that appears on their television screens. 

Except for Belarus and Ukraine, the countries in the former Soviet sphere of influence all have 

deeper historical and cultural ties to the West than Russia does. As a result, their engagement 

with Trans-Atlantic culture is perhaps less complicated than it is for Russians who continue to 

struggle with a deep suspicion of Western culture. 

With a few exceptions, studies of Russian television to date, while interesting have 

several important flaws. They are almost all overly reliant on textual analysis. These accounts 

rarely segment the series they look at by channel and thereby fail to sufficiently examine the role 

that different organizational structures play in the development of Russian television. They also 

tend to ignore or downplay the Russian audio-visual industryôs interaction with the global 

industry and the myriad ways these interactions have transformed the former. Consequently, 

these accounts have frequently been lacking in detail and nuance with regards to why certain 

programs have been produced in Russia during the Putin era. These accounts are still useful, but 

their lack of focus on the broader political and economic context makes them problematic. 

The principle contribution of this work is to provide a portrait of a media industry within 

an authoritarian capitalist state. While many accounts of media systems in liberal democratic, 

capitalist states and totalitarian societies have been undertaken, work on authoritarian capitalist 

states has not been as extensive. These types of states are increasingly common. The most 

notable are, of course, Russia and China which are also the largest in terms of economic output, 

but other post-socialist states such as Hungary are moving in the direction of authoritarian 
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capitalism. Other countries like Turkey and Israel are also beginning to show signs of moving in 

the same direction. The appeal of this political, social and economic arrangement is primarily 

located in Chinaôs three decades of rapid growth and, to a lesser extent, Russiaôs rapid economic 

improvements during the Putin era. Though it is only a single exemplar of this relatively novel 

type of political-economic system, Russia offers an excellent opportunity to examine 

authoritarian capitalism. Popular accounts of the Russian media in the West give the impression 

that the system is similar to that of the Soviet Union. Most popular reporting portrays a media 

industry dominated by the Russian state. However, my study shows that by mixing the needs of 

the state with the profit motives of the market, authoritarian capitalist states create media systems 

that are extremely complex. Different agendas are constantly at play and cronyism plays a large 

role in who makes decisions about what programs get to air. The system even allows for the 

creation of programs that do not support the overall nation-building goals of the state, even if the 

actors involved are loyal to Putinôs inner circle.  

This project shows that even the most tightly controlled systems are part of the global 

system of media exchanges on numerous levels. While Russians are without a doubt proud of 

their cultural heritage and often outwardly disdainful of Western cultural products, they also 

consume them with fervor. As such Russian cultural products no longer exist, if they ever did, in 

isolation from the rest of the world. Programs made in Russia are either in direct competition 

with those of the West or at very least are being actively compared to them. The result is that 

Russian cultural industries today are increasingly attuned to global trends and work to keep their 

audiences by creating local versions of what is popular abroad. The most obvious of these is the 

use of global formats to create local versions of popular programs. There are also less evident, 

but more important transfers that occur such as the transfer of technologies, techniques, and 
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knowledge about making television. Russians and others on the global cultural periphery actively 

merge global forms and knowledge with their own. The third type of transfer is called hybridity 

where Russian production companies and channels make original Russian programs based on a 

global model or trend, but with no direct reference to a global model. For example, a Russian 

program like 2013s Ottepel (The Thaw) is described as Russiaôs equivalent of AMCôs Mad Men. 

Hence, while the system of authoritarian capitalism makes the Russian case different from that of 

Western or other liberal democratic states, many of the same globalizing forces that are affecting 

the rest of the world are present in Russia. They may be mediated differently based on the 

specifics of Russiaôs articulation of modernity. 

The Case Studies 

This study uses a mixed methodology that includes analyses of political and economic 

institutions, in-depth analyses of significant television programs that aired on four different 

television networks, interviews I conducted with media industry workers who had experience in 

Russia, and insights from popular press and industry trade publications. In total, I interviewed 

nine individuals, seven from the West and two from Russia who had worked for extended 

periods of time in Russia. I also included several radio interviews that aired on Ekho Moskvyôs 

television analysis program Telekhranitel. The program frequently has guests from the highest 

echelons of Russian television industry and as such is an important source of data. In also used 

interviews found in the now closed industry trade magazine Variety Russia.  

The project is divided into seven chapters. Chapter one is an examination of the relevant 

literature in the fields of media studies and cultural theory as well as an examination of some of 

the relevant concepts that this dissertation combines with the field. Chapter two continues the 

discussion of the current literature, with a particular focus on histories of Soviet and Russian 
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television. In particular, there is an emphasis on the problematic text-focused nature of current 

research and the limits it seems to place on understanding the industry. The rest of the chapter 

uses industry trade, popular press accounts, and official financial reports to document 

institutional relationships within the Russian television industry. For the most part, this is an 

effort to determine to what extent each station is imbricated in the stateôs overall structures of 

power. It also examines how people within the industry understand their relationship to that 

power and how that understanding limits what they are willing to portray on screen.  

The remainder of my dissertation examines the Russian television industry through four 

key cases, each of which is an important institutional site in the Russian television industry. Each 

case study will examine a number of the most important series produced by each company. 

Chapter three examines the television channel Rossiya One. As the only fully state-owned 

television station, it most directly presents the official state position vis-a-vis Russia and its 

history. The station tends to present genres and programs that closely align with the Putin 

government's goal of strengthening Russian identity and its historical sense of importance which 

was damaged by the collapse of Soviet Union. This role is especially evident in the way it 

reconfigures key moments in Russian history to fit present needs for a sense of national cohesion 

and meaning. Drawing on the concept of ontological security from international relations and 

concepts of governmentality drawn from Foucault, the chapter looks at literary adaptations, 

World War II and other historical dramas and how each plays a role in promoting the official 

versions of Russian cultural identity and memory. Literary adaptations were the first series to 

appear following the revival of the television industry in the early 2000s. Particularly in their 

earliest incarnations, they proved to be extremely popular with audiences. These series were 

significant, given that reviving interest in Russiaôs cultural heritage has been a stated goal of the 
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Putin government. Rossiya has been the leading producer of adaptations and has broadcast the 

two most popular and critically acclaimed series The Idiot (2003) and The Master and Margarita 

(2005) both directed by Vladimir Bortko.  

Russiaôs second largest broadcaster was equally active in the production of two different 

types of historical series: World War Two dramas and costume dramas that focused on important 

Russian historical figures. Both of these types of programs try to restore Russian national pride 

by bringing important moments and figures of the past into the present. This approach is 

particularly true of the series focused on the Second World War. These series are very important 

because they speak to what remains one of the most unifying historical moments in Russian 

history, often reconfiguring it to fit the current ideological needs of the state. The 2004 series 

Shtrafbat (Penal Battalion), is one of the most significant examples of a war program in the 

Putin-era because it transforms the Soviet achievement to one that is purely Russian. Other 

historical dramas focus on significant figures in Russian history, particularly on important rulers 

in Russian history. Series like 2014s Yekaterina (Catherine) which took as its subject Empress 

Catherine the Great present audiences with an official version of Russian history, in a way that is 

ultimately meant to channel the greatness of Russia, bringing back the sense of Russiaôs 

grandeur and importance into the present. These series are meant to link Russian identity to its 

roots in Orthodox Christianity as an alternative to ideas of liberal democracy. 

Chapter four looks at the role of Sony Pictures in transforming the Russian production 

system in the late 2000s by importing several genres as well as knowledge and production 

techniques to the Russian Federation. This chapter theorizes that Sony and its particular style of 

engagement were responsible in large part for the formation of the parts of the Russian media 

industry that most closely emulate media institutions in the West. This section also examines the 
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spread of the cultural technologies that Sony brought with it into Russia. It also shows the extent 

of Sonyôs influence and its continuing importance in the market. Of the major Hollywood 

studios, the company has the longest and most successful history of engagement with the 

Russian market. While Sony has certainly faced numerous obstacles in the market, very early on 

it developed what has proven to be a localization strategy that has differentiated it from every 

other Western studio. From 2003 to the present Sony has been deeply involved with the 

production of thousands of hours of television. They are responsible for the successful 

introduction of the situation comedy as a genre in the country as well as a myriad of production 

techniques. Their influence continues to have significant effects on the Russian market to this 

day. Sony chose to deeply embed themselves in the Russian production environment, investing 

capital and talent to help the Russian industry move forward.  

Chapter five looks at the television channel STS and the role that it has played in bridging 

the gap between the Russian and the global television industries. The station is, by far, the most 

Western in both its outlook and organization. In many ways, it is a cultural ñwindow to the 

west,ò pioneering many of the new genres and other cultural technologies that have entered 

Russian television in the Putin-era. The network has been able to act as the conduit for these new 

ideas because it is the most capitalist network in Russia. While, like all Russian networks, there 

are ties back to the state, they are relatively weak compared to the other major networks. As a 

consequence, the network, driven primarily by ratings, has the deepest engagement with the 

global television market as it seeks ways to both import and export programming to make 

money. This chapter examines the trajectory of the Russian sitcom, from the earliest Russian 

adaptations, the growth of original Russian series and eventually to series clearly aimed at 

accessing the global marketplace 
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I have chosen two sitcoms series from STS. The first series I intend to examine is STSô 

original sitcom Papiny Dochki (Daddyôs Girls) (2007-2013). This series is the first successful 

original Russian sitcom to become genuinely popular following the successful localization of 

The Nanny and Whoôs the Boss. It follows the lives of the Vasnetsov family, the father Sergei 

and his five daughters: Masha, Dasha, Zhenia, Galina and Paulina (called by the diminutive 

Pugovka). The series is a conventional situation comedy in most ways, employing fairly standard 

scenarios, mostly centering on work, relationships and domestic life. Each episode tends to have 

a self-contained story arc, although the series also has several ongoing plot lines. The series 

proved very durable for STS, running four-hundred ten episodes, though the later seasons saw a 

sharp decline in ratings.  

The second series I analyze is one of STSô most recent situation comedies Kukhnia (The 

Kitchen) (2012-2016). Set in a French Restaurant in Moscow, the program is the most expensive 

television series ever produced for STS. The series at times appears to be going out of its way 

not to appear too Russian. On the whole, it seems that STS has tried to create a series aimed at 

both the Russian market and the growing trade in scripted formats. As such it signals a shift 

towards creating products that do well in Russia and the former Soviet Union but are also 

amenable for eventual sale as formats. The Kitchen seems to be the culmination of everything 

learned by STS since it started working in the sitcom genre both with Sony and independently. 

The sixth chapter examines STSô most significant rival, the television station TNT. 

Broadly speaking the channels resemble each other in significant ways. Both broadcast many of 

the same types of programs with a particular emphasis on comedy genres. TNT is, however, 

owned by a state company Gazprom-media, but remains an afterthought with regards to political 

communication. In that sense, the network presents one of the paradoxes of the authoritarian 
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capitalist system. While its ties to the state are clear, it is not used for propaganda. TNT is 

allowed to simply generate income by producing highly successful programming which is 

primarily a hybrid form of western genres like the sitcom. It has managed to create more popular 

programs for Russian audiences than its rival by focusing on grittier depictions of Russian life, 

albeit in a humorous way. The station is also far more controversial than STS, and its series are 

often the source of conflicts with the state. While STS carefully avoids the political arena 

because of its weak ties to the state, TNT occasionally seems to use it to generate controversy 

and drum up interest in its content. 

The situation comedy is the genre that has brought TNT the most success. Therefore, I 

have selected three series for analysis. The first of these is one of TNTôs early attempts at 

creating an original sitcom. The program called Univer a Russian slang word for University 

follows the lives of a quartet of Russian undergraduates who share a dorm room. Like much of 

TNTôs content, the series is notable for the fact that it addresses a male audience and contains 

more overt sexual content, crude jokes and is less family friendly than the content on STS. 

Univer is the earliest example of the network developing this type of series themselves. It was 

produced from 2008 to 2011 airing two-hundred, and fifty-five episodes, and two spinoffs: 

Univer: Novaya Obshaga or University: The New Dorm which has also proven very successful 

and Sasha/Tanya which follows the lives of two characters after they graduate, marry and have a 

child.  

The second series that I will examine from TNT is the mockumentary style program 

Realnyʫ Patsany or Real Guys (2010-present). The series, whose storytelling style closely 

parallels those of the American sitcom Modern Family, tells distinctly Russian stories. It comes 

from one of the most important studios in the Russian industry, Good Story Media. Rather than a 
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series set in the heart of Moscow, with characters who live relatively elite lifestyles, the series 

focuses on a group of working-class Russian men entering adulthood who live in the dingy, 

neglected suburbs of the capital. The focus of the series is the daily struggles to get by in Putinôs 

Russia. Russians clearly make the series for Russians, and the stories it tells are so distinctive to 

the country that it is totally unsuitable for the export market.  

The seventh and final chapter of the dissertation looks at Russiaôs leading television 

network, Channel One and two of its recent series. While the station is known outside of Russia 

for its pro-Kremlin news programming, it also produces some of the most acclaimed dramas in 

the Russian-speaking world. This chapter examines the somewhat strange mix of programming 

that Channel One produces, particularly looking at the way that it has incorporated global 

formats into its schedule, before turning to two drama programs Shkola (School) and Metod (The 

Method). Both of these programs represent the networkôs shift towards being a producer of 

complex television melodrama modeled on similar Western programs (ex. The Sopranos, Dexter, 

House of Cards). These dramas are well produced, well written and compelling, but also 

contradictory. While they appear on a station whose leading executive has close personal ties to 

Vladimir Putin, the fictional programming that it produces often puts it at odds with the official 

image that the Putin government wants to portray.  

Themes and Implications 

I argue that typical accounts of Russian media as merely serving the interests of the state 

are overly simplistic. The expectation that television channels or production companies linked to 

the ruling elite create programming that supports the Putin governmentôs nation-building efforts 

while commercial stations use their platforms to criticize the status-quo is shown to be 
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erroneous. Often state-owned and state-affiliated stations whose leadership has strong ties to 

Putinôs inner circle produce programming that represents key Russian institutions negatively 

while commercial networks generally produce apolitical programing unlikely to attract the 

attention of the state. Along with the internal dynamics of the Russian industry, this project 

examines the role that global media have played in the development of the Russian television 

industry in the post-Soviet era. This dissertation argues that contrary to theories of cultural 

imperialism prominent in the fields of political economy and cultural studies, the global 

television industryôs strongest influence has not been in spreading Western values to Russia, but 

instead transferring industrial and production practices. Therefore, this project significantly 

complicates notions of how television industries function in an authoritarian capitalist state, with 

important implications for those examining media in other states with similar systems.
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Chapter 1 Global Media: Trends and Theories 

Global media studies has two main historical traditions. Broadly speaking these 

intellectual traditions can be described as political economy and cultural studies. Political 

economy is the oldest. One of the main tenets of political economy is that the global circulation 

of media texts is part of a Western system of cultural imperialism and domination. Scholars in 

this tradition argue that the West has shifted the focus of its imperialism from the sphere of 

conquest and empire to the realm of soft power. What they essentially argue is that the West now 

spreads its ideas, values, and institutions, primarily through culture, though increasingly this is 

taken to mean the Westôs powerful film, television and music industries.  

At the other end of the spectrum are cultural studies with a greater emphasis on the multi-

directional flows of media products between regions. There is also a significant and growing 

body of scholarship on issues of hybridity and other types of transnational cultural flows. These 

approaches tend to focus on issues of textual polyvocality, audience agency to interpret texts 

apart from the dominant paradigm, and more recently what Annabelle Sreberny suggests is ña 

complex syncopation of voices and more complicated media environment in which Western 

media domination has given way to multiple actors and flows of media products.ò1 This 

approach tries to move away from a well-established center versus periphery models. It 

emphasizes the emergence of competing centers of cultural production and cultural power in the 

current media environment. Both the political economy model and cultural studies are concerned 

with the disproportionate power and influence of Western media. Of particular concern is the 

dominant role of the American media industries. How developing countries such as Russia, 

                                                           
1 Annabelle Sreberny, ñThe Global and the Local in International Communication,ò in Media and Cultural Studies: 

Keyworks, ed. Meenakshi Gigi Durham and Douglas M. Kellner, 2nd ed. (New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2005), 607ï

8. 
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China, India, and Brazil, all of whom have large populations and thus large internal media 

markets, interact with transnational media, particularly large studios like Sony, Disney, Warner 

Brothers, and Comcast Universal is an increasingly important and complex question for scholars. 

Within cultural studies, there is also an emerging area of studies called media industry 

studies. It seeks to move away from a broad top-down examination of political and institutional 

structures or broad studies of texts to more nuanced understandings of the everyday decision-

making processes that take place within media industries. This view is not oblivious to the 

questions of media imperialism or those of increased globalization and global flows of media.  It 

also seeks to understand the minute details of everyday decision making made by media industry 

workers at various levels, which ultimately influences cultural production. In the rest of this 

chapter, I will explore what these different approaches can offer my project and how they might 

help to better understand the particularities of the Russian television industry in the Putin era.  

Political Economy of the Media 

Political economy, whose noteworthy contributors include Herbert Schiller, Noam 

Chomsky and Edward Herman and more contemporary scholars such as Robert McChesney, 

Toby Miller, Nitin Govil, John McMurria, Ting Wang and Richard Maxwell, has been an 

important current in contemporary studies of media. Michael Curtin points to Schillerôs works as 

one of the earliest scholarly texts that tried to understand the central role of the American media 

industries in the global cultural economy.2 The model that emerged from these studies is one that 

is primarily a center and periphery model. In this model, the West is at the center of the global 

cultural economy, and its influence flows out like spokes to the marginal countries of the 

                                                           
2 Michael Curtin, ñThinking Globally: From Media Imperialism to Media Capital,ò in Media Industries: History, 

Theory, and Method, ed. Jennifer Holt and Alisa Perren (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 109. 
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developing world. The core concern was that uneven power relations between the West and 

economically weaker regions would lead to cultural homogenization often described as a form of 

cultural imperialism. As Chris Barker notes ñtelevision as both technology and cultural form is a 

Western-originated project and continues to be dominated economically by Western and 

particularly American economic powers.ò3 For his part, John Tomlinson argues that the concept 

of cultural imperialism is inherently unidirectional, in that the very word imperialism requires 

domination of one group by another.4 More than simply being cultural containers, the texts that 

come out of the West are seen by political economists as the bearers of a particular set of 

ideological propositions. McChesney is particularly concerned with the role that media plays in 

disseminating Western neo-liberal ideologies globally.5 This ñsoft powerò allows the West to 

spread its ideology, perhaps best described as neo-liberal capitalism, around the world.  

For all of their analytical prowess, political economists remain ensconced in the classical 

Marxist understanding of the society and economics as a base and superstructure relationship. In 

classical Marxist accounts, the economic base ultimately shapes the superstructure, which is 

essentially made up of institutions like the family, the media, and religion. These institutions get 

their ideological forms from the base then maintain the base by constantly re-inscribing ideology 

in the subjects.6 For political economy, if a cultural product comes from a capitalist country, like 

the United States, it inherently carries its ideology with it wherever it goes. In effect, cultural 

imperialism is a way of bringing groups on the global periphery into the capitalist system by 

                                                           
3 Barker, Global Television, 5. 
4 John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism: A Critical Introduction (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 

176. 
5 Robert McChesney, The Political Economy of Media: Enduring Issues, Emerging Dilemmas (New York: Monthly 

Review Press, 2008); Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of 

the Mass Media (New York: Pantheon Books, 2002). 
6 Louis Althusser, ñIdeology and Ideological State Apparatuses,ò in Literary Theory: An Anthology, ed. Julie Rivkin 

and Michael Ryan (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 1998), 294ï304. 
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instilling in them the values of capitalism. Armand Mattelart expresses this view in his 1972 

book How to Read Donald Duck which examined the spread of Disney cartoons as nothing more 

than containers of Western ideology.  

Political economy is problematic for several reasons. Desmond Hesmondhalgh suggests 

that the central issue of ñpolitical economy analysis is that it provides little sense of the 

contradictions in capitalist media production.ò7 In essence, he is saying that political economy 

ascribes both a teleological purpose to media production and assumes that ownership of media, 

by either individuals or large corporations ultimately means that the ideological agenda of those 

entities is carried out exactly as they intend. Such perspectives miss the numerous negotiations 

that take place in large organizations of any kind. Russian television networks, global companies 

like Sony pictures and the Russian state, all broadly speaking, have agendas that they promulgate 

while also navigating the shifting demands of the market. While we might reasonably say for 

instance, that it is Vladimir Putin and the members of his inner circle that set the general 

direction of television messages in Russia, only rarely does Putin, or one of his closest associates 

deal with such decisions directly. Presumably, it is bureaucrats that make small scale choices 

about censorship rather than Putinôs inner circle. The same is doubtless true of the media 

companies since industry workers make decisions based on their understandings of the 

conditions on the ground. These may or may not be fully in line with the design of powerful 

actors and institutions. 

Cultural Studies 

                                                           
7 David Hesmondhalgh, ñPolitics, Theory, and Method in Media Industries Research,ò in Media Industries: History, 

Theory, and Method, ed. Jennifer Holt and Alisa Perren (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 249. 
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 Cultural Studies emerged from the University of Birmingham where scholars from the 

Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies played a leading role in developing the field. 

Academics in the United States, and to a lesser extent in Canada, adopted it as an alternative to 

the field of political economy and the administrative/effects model of media studies that had 

been dominant particularly following the work of Paul Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz.8 The work of 

scholars in  both these fields, while interesting, ultimately was focused primarily on news and 

more problematically always viewed audiences as passive recipients of media messages, rather 

than active participants shaping the meaning of the content.  

 It is primarily against the view of audiences as passive recipients of meaning encoded by 

all-powerful media elites that cultural studies initially argued. Several studies were particularly 

influential in building an alternate understanding of how culture works. Notably, cultural studies 

scholars began trying to reimagine the ways that audiences understand and receive media 

messages. One of the most important concepts that emerged was Stuart Hallôs idea of 

encoding/decoding in which he argued that texts are encoded with ideological messages during 

production but that audiences could decode them in many ways based on their life experience, 

social class, and education as well as other factors. In some cases, they might accept the 

dominant messages, accept some aspect of them or reject them outright.9 Subsequent 

investigations such as David Morley and Charlotte Brunsdonôs study of the audience of the BBC 

current affairs program Nationwide confirmed aspects of Hallôs thesis. Their findings, published 

in separate books and later combined into one volume, showed that the way audience members 

                                                           
8 Elihu Katz and Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence, the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass 

Communications (New York: Transaction Publishers, 1966). 
9 Stuart Hall, ñEncoding/Decoding,ò in Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks, ed. Meenakshi Gigi Durham and 

Douglas Kellner (Malden, Mass: Wiley-Blackwell, 2001), 166ï76. 
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read the texts was even more complex than Hallôs model assumed. Morley, in particular, found 

that people might read a text one way at home with their families, but produce a slightly different 

reading in a different social situation, for instance with male peers.10 

 Cultural studies scholars have also been prominent in advocating for an understanding of 

popular culture as being more polyvocal than either political economy or effects research would 

allow. The work of John Fiske is particularly notable in this regard. Particularly in 

Understanding Popular Culture, he assigns a great deal of power for producing the meaning of a 

cultural text with the audience. Fiske borrows the idea of culture as a form of guerilla warfare 

from the French philosopher Michel de Certeau, to argue that audiences and producers are in a 

constant struggle to define the meanings of their products. For Fiske, audiences take the products 

of the cultural industries and generate new meanings out of them, temporarily occupying cultural 

territory. In their work to commodify everything, cultural industries eventually appropriate these 

unauthorized readings and turn them into commodities that they can sell for profit. Essentially, 

according to Fiske, even mass-produced forms of culture are polyvocal in that audience can 

create out of them a range of meanings.11  

 Other important studies have sought to verify the idea of textual polyvocality by asking 

audiences how they interpret what they are seeing. The aforementioned study by Morley and 

Brunsdon is a prominent early example but has been followed by many more. Among the more 

famous and influential of these studies were Ien Angôs Watching Dallas and Katz and Liebesô 

The Export of Meaning: Cross-Cultural Readings of Dallas. Both studies emerged out of the 

enormous trans-national popularity of the evening melodrama Dallas. Genuine fears had been 

                                                           
10 Charlotte Brunsdon and David Morley, The Nationwide Television Studies (London: Taylor & Francis, 1999). 
11 John Fiske, Understanding Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 2010). 
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expressed, particularly in Europe, that the popularity of the program would lead to the 

Americanization of cultures all over the globe as they consumed it instead of locally produced 

content. Angôs study, which involved interviews with women who watched the program in the 

Netherlands, led her to the conclusion that such fears were exaggerated since the women she 

interacted with expressed a variety of different reasons for enjoying the program and primarily 

understood the program through the lens of their experiences.12 Katz and Liebes took a similar 

approach showing the program to people in Israel, many of whom were immigrants from 

different parts of the Jewish diaspora community. Their findings suggested that rather than 

carrying some pre-existing meaning, viewers tended to understand the program based on their 

pre-existing cultural codes. For example, recent immigrants from the communist bloc countries 

interpreted the program as a critique of the excesses of capitalism.13 While these studies are not 

by any means an exhaustive list of this type of research, they are iconic in the field. This study 

does not primarily deal with audiences since most of my audience information is limited to 

television ratings. It is, nevertheless, important to mention these studies since they support the 

thesis that textual meaning is not fully determined by the elites that produce them. The absence 

of in-depth engagement with the Russian television audience should not be taken to mean that 

audiences are unimportant. While most of the major decisions about what appears on television 

occurs at the level of the elites, audiences can still impact programing in significant ways. 

Programs with low ratings are routinely cancelled and many of the major studios and networks 

also now use focus groups to test programs before they are widely broadcast. An example of the 

of this use of focus groups appears at the end of the documentary Exporting Raymond when 

                                                           
12 Ien Ang, Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination (New York: Routledge, 1989). 
13 Elihu Katz and Tamar Liebes, The Export of Meaning: Cross-Cultural Readings of Dallas (New York: Wiley, 
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American producer Phil Rosenthal reveals that the original lead actor for the series was replaced 

after focus groups reacted negatively to him. Consequently, as in other capitalist media systems, 

audiences matter because the success or failure of a network is predicated on attracting and 

keeping their attention.   

 Beyond the level of the text and the audience, cultural studies has also been a significant 

force in examining the role that industrial and broader cultural factors play in the production of 

media texts. Perhaps the most famous of these is the examination of the Sony Walkman by a 

group of scholars led by Paul du Gay who developed a model for studying products of the 

culture industries. It examined five interconnected nodes that taken together formed the ultimate 

meaning of a product. They identified these nodes as regulation, representation, identity, 

production, and consumption. Their assertion was that it was only when all these aspects were 

taken into account that one could fully understand the cultural meaning of a product. For 

example, their study looked in-depth at Sony, the company that produced the Walkman, and the 

many negotiations that took place within the company in the production of the device. In 

particular, it examined how Sony positioned itself as a Japanese electronics company making a 

product for the rest of the world. They looked at some of the design choices that were used to 

make the product more appealing to consumers. They also studied the way that the device came 

to be a source of both elite consumer status and a way to affirm identity through the private 

consumption of music. What is most notable about this study is that rather than focusing on one 

aspect of a cultural product as many studies tend to do, it tried to understand it as broadly as 

possible.14 The model that they proposed has been adapted by others who have sought to refine 

elements of the ñcircuit of cultureò in order to make it easier to apply. At their core, all of these 

                                                           
14 Paul du Gay, Doing Cultural Studies: The Story of the Sony Walkman (Thousand Oaks: SAGE, 1996). 
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models are meant to look at cultural products from the processes that are at play in their 

production, to their consumption and how they are used to generate identities.15 The industrial 

dimension of these types of circuit models has been particularly influential on critical media 

industry studies and studies of globalized media.  

Globalization of Media 

 With the collapse of the communist Eastern block and the opening of much of the world 

to globalization, cultural studies also began to consider the problems posed by the transfers of 

media products between different parts of the world. Curtin, a leading researcher in this field, 

suggests that the "globalization of mediaé should not be understood reductively as cultural 

homogenization or western hegemony. Instead, it is part of a larger set of processes that operate 

translocally, interactively and dynamically at a variety of levels: economic, institutional 

technological and ideological."16 At the core of these understandings of global media flows are 

arguments and assumptions about the changing roles of transnational corporations, nation-states, 

and other cultural actors. Specifically, many of the theorists in this line of thinking see the 

nation-state as an increasingly problematic and unstable social formation that is no longer a 

sufficient context for examining media industries. Globalization they suggest transcends and 

problematizes the very concept of the nation-state because as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 

suggest globalization has "no territorial center of power... it is a decentered and deterritorializing 

apparatus."17 It follows that if there is no central node and no "core" of the global cultural 

economy, then it no longer makes sense to use a conceptual framework that broadly relies on the 

                                                           
15 Julie Dôacci, ñCultural Studies, Television Studies, and the Crisis in the Humanities,ò in Television After TV, ed. 

Lynn Spigel and Jan Olsson (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2004), 418ï45. 
16 Curtin, ñThinking Globally: From Media Imperialism to Media Capital,ò 111. 
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idea that the powerful states of the developed world, mostly the United States, are somehow 

imposing their ideological, political and economic systems on the rest of the world. As Arjun 

Appadurai puts it "The United States is no longer the puppeteer of a world system of images, but 

is only one node of a complex transnational construction of imaginary landscapes."18 Thinkers in 

this tradition see the world as increasingly multipolar especially when it comes to media.  

Appaduraiôs work has been particularly important in theories of media transfers. He 

proposes that the globalized world no longer operates along the lines of direct bilateral 

exchanges between nation-states. He argues instead that the system of globalization is 

characterized by a series of complex, multidirectional "flows" that disrupt ideas of fixed political 

boundaries. He identified five aspects of the global cultural flow that he terms "scapes." He states 

that there are: 

five dimensions of global cultural flow which can be termed: (a) ethnoscapes; (b) 

mediascapes (c) technoscapes (d) finanscapes; and (e) ideoscapes. The suffix ïscape 

allows us to point to the fluid, irregular shapes of these landscapes, shapes which 

characterize international capital as deeply as they do international clothing styles. These 

terms with the common suffix ï scape also indicate these are not objectively given 

relations which look the same from every angle of vision, but rather that they are deeply 

perspectival constructs, inflected by the historical linguistic and political situatedness of 

different sorts of actors: nation-states, multinationals, diasporic communities, as well as 

subnational groupings and movements (whether religious, political or economic), and 

even intimate face-to-face groups such as villages, neighbourhoods, and families.19 

The "scapes" that Appadurai describes are, fundamentally, the movement of ideas, technologies, 

capital, and people that twenty-first-century nation-states are powerless to control fully. For 

example, the Russian government could not really hope to stop the flow of Hollywood products 

into the country. Efforts to curtail their own people from consuming global cultural products 

                                                           
18 Arjun Appadurai, ñDisjuncture and Difference in the Global Economy,ò in Global Culture: Nationalism, 

Globalization and Modernity, ed. Mike Featherstone (Thousand Oaks: SAGE, 1990), 4. 
19 Ibid. 



 

27 
 

would likely end in the population finding alternate means of consumption via the internet. Nor 

is it simple for any one country to stop the flow of illegal migrants, capital, and ideas into their 

territory. The idea of "scapes" also suggests that the global circulation of culture is no longer a 

uni-directional "West to the rest" process and that while global forces are undoubtedly shaping 

the local, the local also shapes the global.  

Adding to Appadurai's notion of global flows of culture as usurping the nation-state, 

scholars such as Andreas Hepp and Nick Couldry have argued against using the nation-state as 

the base unit of media studies.20 Studies of media have traditionally been delineated along 

specifically national lines. Scholars, particularly those who happen to study films and television 

from specific national contexts, have tended to class their studies along the line of the country 

that they are examining. For example, studies of Chinese, Soviet/Russian or Indian films have 

normally considered those within their separate national categories rather than how they interact 

with the rest of the world. What Hepp and Couldry argue is that nations are no longer, if they 

ever were, sufficient categories of explanation since every nation-state is constantly interacting 

and taking on elements of other cultures globally.  

The idea that the nation-state is a less and less sufficient locus for study appears in much 

of the recent work on global media. As James Curran puts it ñthis [new line of thinking] 

contributed to a rewriting of media history in which the nation was portrayed as culturally 

constructed rather than a given.ò21 Curtin, in particular, makes an important contribution to this 
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Transcultural Approach to óMedia Cultures,ôò in Internationalizing Media Studies, ed. Daya Kishan Thussu, 1 

edition (London ; New York: Routledge, 2009), 36. 
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line of thinking when he argues that increasingly the central locus of the media studies should 

not be the nation-state, but instead what he calls "media capitals."22 By this term, Curtin means 

several large, cosmopolitan cities where media industries have centralized their operations. 

These have tended to be, to some extent, clustered around particular language-centered markets. 

For example, according to Curtin, Hong Kong serves as the central point for production and 

distribution in the Chinese cultural space that encompasses Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan 

and the Chinese diaspora living around the world. Mumbai serves as the central node for the 

Indian media industry and Miami for the Spanish-speaking world. Though Curtain does not 

mention it specifically, Moscow is clearly the media capital of Russia and the Russian diaspora 

living in the former Soviet Union and further afield. The central idea behind the ñmedia capital,ò 

is that in the increasingly globalized world we can no longer speak of large media environments 

that are limited to the borders of a particular nation-state since they often serve scattered 

groupings more connected by language and culture than contained within borders. Therefore, 

Curtain wants to shift the focus of media studies to the places where media is made. He contends 

that ñmedia capitals, then, are sites of mediation, locations where complex forces and flows 

interact. They are neither bounded nor self-contained entitiesé [rather they are] meeting places 

where local specificity arises out of migration, interaction, and exchange.ò23 Therefore, we can 

think of a media capital like Moscow as a place where global and local forces interact and where 

global influences are mediated to suit the tastes of Russian audiences before themselves being 

disseminated to Russian speakers in the country and the diasporic community. It is in Moscow 

that global media influences encounter the power of the Russian state, whether it is through 
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explicit censorship or passive forms of self-censorship. Moscow dominates the modern Russian 

media-scape with all but one of the major Russian television channels based in the city. Virtually 

all major studio space in the country is also located in the Moscow region.24 Between the major 

studios in Moscow and the few channels and studios in Saint Petersburg, the majority of the 

media infrastructure in the country is centered in the two most elite cities in the country. As a 

result, the mediation of world culture into Russia passes mostly through the countryôs capital, 

which also houses its government and bureaucratic apparatus. 

Curtin does suggest that media capitals are always somewhat contingent. He notes that 

after Hong Kong, the major media capital for Chinese speaking countries, was returned to 

Beijing, Taiwan and Singapore tried to establish themselves as competitive alternatives to the 

Special Administrative Region. While these attempts ultimately failed and Hong Kong remains 

the most important center for the production and distribution of media content in the Sinosphere, 

Curtain suggests that Hong Kongôs position is by no means certain, there is always the 

possibility that it may one day be usurped by another center.25 For Russia, with Moscow as its 

primary media center, it seems unlikely that another center could challenge it in the foreseeable 

future. The other major centers with numerous Russian speakers seem unlikely to want to create 

a great deal of Russian media. Saint Petersburg has the most infrastructure outside of Moscow, 

but it is not significant compared to the production space in the capital. Centers outside of the 

Russian Federation, such as Kiev, Minsk, and Riga that have large Russian-speaking populations 

find themselves in countries that are either repressive, poor, hostile to Russia or some 

combination of these traits. As such they seem unlikely to become centers of Russian media 
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production. The Russian market is large enough in economic terms to be an attractive target for 

media producers in other Russian-speaking regions, but it is not entirely clear how such 

productions would be received in Moscow, where all of the distribution within the Russian 

market takes place. Therefore, for the foreseeable future, Moscow will remain the primary center 

of media production for the Russian-speaking parts of the world.  

 I agree, in principle, with the overall contributions of Appadurai, Hepp, and Couldry and 

Curtin. Their arguments that in an increasingly interconnected world that the nation-state as the 

basic unit of study in media studies generally should matter less are, for the most part, 

compelling. For these television scholars who mostly operate in a western, developed, globally 

integrated, free market, capitalist society this desire to move beyond the nation-state as the basic 

unit of comparison is understandable. Particularly looking at societies like Canada, the United 

States, and The European Union, where to a large extent economic and cultural integration into 

global markets is a process that has been taking place for several decades moving beyond the 

nation-state is understandable. In such a context, the nation-state cannot be totally discounted, 

but to a degree, they are far less important than they were. It is indeed true that the world is more 

linked than in the past, and as I will show in the chapters that look at the television network STS 

and Sony, even Russia is starting to integrate with the global media system and is increasingly 

importing texts and localizing other cultural technologies. Russia is not cut off from the global 

cultural economy in the way that it was during the Cold War; it no longer represents a parallel 

media system to that of the West. It is, however, notable that the Russian experience remains 

quite different from that of Western countries. The key difference between the experiences is a 

result of authoritarian capitalism. What is clear in looking at the Russian experience is that 

despite significant cultural changes, Russia has not become a liberal democracy, and in fact is 
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different enough from Europe and America that it is difficult to compare them on a one to one 

basis. As Ivan Krastev argues ñPost-modernism, post-nationalism, and secularism are making 

[the West] different from the rest of the world, not making the rest of the world more like [the 

West].ò26 This increasing divide between the West and the rest is doubly true of Russia which 

frequently frames itself as being in opposition to the West. Western media studies models make 

sense primarily in states that follow neo-liberal, democratic models of economics and 

governance. They need to be carefully modified in states that have certain similarities, (i.e. are 

capitalist) but also where key differences such as authoritarian models of governance exist. 

As I show in chapter two, in the Russian television industry, the state plays an outsized 

role. It directly or indirectly owns parts of the four largest television channels in the country. At 

the network it completely controls, Rossiya One, the state sets the agenda regarding what genres 

and what themes the network will produce. Arguably even networks that are privately owned 

remain tied to the state, to various degrees through a web of ownership by Putin aligned 

oligarchs. The private networks and their production partners are constantly evaluating what the 

state will allow and what might create a conflict with official state actors, primarily in the 

bureaucracy. As much as possible they avoid those areas. There are certain topics that are simply 

off limits.  

While there is significant debate regarding the continued importance of the nation-state, 

nations and the idea of the ónational,ô they remain important concepts. One of the central 

arguments for the continued importance of ideas of the nation comes from Michael Billig who 

views the nation as being constantly reconstructed in small, banal utterances that permeate the 
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media system. He suggests that ñbanally, [the media] address óusô as a national first-person 

plural; and they situate óusô in the homeland within a world of nations. Nationhood is the context 

which must be assumed to understand so many banal utterances.ò27 Albert Moran makes a 

similar case that while television is being internationalized, it is probably too early to write the 

obituary of the nation. Speaking of television formats, he suggests that: 

nationhood continues to be inconspicuously suggested in the interstices of format 

adaptations ï in a detail of color, a quiz question, an outdoor setting, a story situation, an 

accent a theme song and so oné Nationalism has constituted a bedrock of television in 

the pasté this [is] by no means superseded by the cultivation of other formations. 

Instead, in an era of a rapidly changing international television landscape, TV formats 

continue to anchor their adaptations in the ongoing reality of the national.ò28  

Moran is arguing that despite the spread of television texts and other cultural technologies the 

vast majority of peopleôs experiences even of global culture remain anchored in their national 

context. The nation is still the cultural lens through which people experience the global, and thus, 

most things remain mediated through a lens of national understanding.  

 Both scholars point to the continued role of cultural texts in shaping the national. The 

process of constituting the nation through the production of symbolic culture is particularly 

relevant in the case of Russia where television is the most important and widely consumed 

medium. Benedict Andersonôs theory that nations are óimagined communitiesô remains one of 

the most widely cited conceptualizations of the nation and cultureôs role in shaping it. In brief, 

Anderson imagines that media allow geographically and culturally dispersed populations to 
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envision themselves as connected.29 His focus on physical products highlights the strong 

connection between the nation and material culture produced by cultural industries. Although 

Andersonôs examples, the newspaper, and the novel, are probably no longer sufficient as 

explanations for the continued maintenance of the nation as an óimagined community,ô their 

displacement does not mean the end of the nation. As Jonathan Gray and Amanda Lotz state 

ñtelevision remains one of the most powerful forces, with arguably the widest reach, in 

presenting and hence creating images of the nation. The nation as such will óoccurô at the level of 

the television audienceò30 In fact, this is exactly the argument made by both Michael Billig and 

David Morley. Billig conceives of the nation as being sustained by micro-signals that are 

implanted everywhere in the discourses that circulate within it. He points to moments as 

insignificant as a newscaster on television referring to the nation as ówe,' thus implying that 

everyone addressed is a part of that indivisible cultural unit.31 Morley, for his part, suggests that 

broadcasting in the United Kingdom quickly supplanted print media in shaping national culture 

and supports Billig by pointing to the national broadcasts as moments that generated national 

consciousness.32 These moments of national cultural production are, in reality, moments where 

the power of the state, of corporations, or some mix of these are working to generate common 

visions of identity. Particularly in the Russian case, it is primarily the state or state-affiliated 

actors that author ñnationalò texts, therefore, we see power being used to move the population in 

a particular direction.  
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30 Jonathan Gray and Amanda D. Lotz, Television Studies (Malden: Polity, 2011), 81. 
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  The power of television as a cultural medium in Russia is considerable. According to a 

recent report, by 2014 ninety-nine percent of Russian households owned at least one television. 

On average Russian households had 1.7 televisions per household, making it the most widely 

distributed medium in the country.33 A report from the European Audiovisual Observatory stated 

that Russians watched on average three hours and forty-six minutes of television each day, one 

of the highest levels in Europe in 2010.34 Combined with the fact that since 1998, Russian series 

have completely displaced import programs in prime time, it is logical to assume that Russians 

now see messages aimed at them specifically.35 It is reasonable, therefore, to say that a post-

Soviet cultural discourse has emerged on Russian television.36  

More evidence of the continued relevance of the nation is found in research by scholars 

that look at other countries with authoritarian capitalist systems. Russia's most noteworthy 

comparative example is the Peopleôs Republic of China. Arguing against notions that 

globalization and marketization, in particular,  lead to a decline in the importance of Chinese 

nationalism, Ying Zhu notes that allowing:  

commerce into China does not mean taking the Chinese state out; the financial base has 

changed without substantially reducing the stateôs regulatory power or its inclination to 

exercise ideological and moral oversight of the media. In fact, what we have witnessed in 

the last few years is the reassertion of content control by a combination of legal and 
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administrative means supplemented now and then by personal interventions from top 

leadership.37 

He adds that three different sets of regulation have essentially given the Chinese government 

control of drama production from conception to production.38 The Chinese leadership has used 

their control of the medium to create texts that address different social questions as they arise. 

For example, Zhu states that many of the post-Tiananmen series focused on Chinese history were 

explicit attempts to promote the idea of ñcleanò officials.39 Essentially, in its attempt to battle 

official corruption, the Chinese establishment enlisted television to produce heroic stories of 

uncorrupted bureaucrats. According to Zhu, television dramas have also been used to create 

discourses around the rise of organized crime, and questions of political reform. According to 

Zhu, this is by explicit design since the Chinese state sees television series as a way to allay 

specific worries and promote traditional Confucian values. Therefore, authoritarian capitalism 

tends to create television programs that serve the stateôs interests. 

Hybridity, Cultural T echnologies  

 When examining a late entrant into globalization like Russia, it is important to understand 

how a local culture makes sense of and integrates elements of global culture. The mixing of 

cultural elements through the processes of globalization is called hybridity. As Jan Nederveen 

Pieterse suggests, hybridity is ultimately useful in breaking down notions of cultural purity and 

reducing the dependence of national cultures on prelapsarian purity narratives for their self-
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definition.40 By pointing out that no culture is pure and untouched by another and that for all of 

their differences they are constantly taking on aspects of other cultures and transforming them 

for their own purposes, hybridity suggests a path forward for understanding how cultures interact 

in the global age. Pieterse is also explicit in suggesting that in resisting the influences of global 

cultures one of the only tools available to a grouping of people is to fall back on a narrative that 

views the origins of that culture as a pure ideal, unpolluted by outside elements.41 Hybridity and 

the pushback against cultural inclusion, therefore, exists in a dialectic of transgressing and 

reasserting cultural boundaries. Naturally, this takes place in the creation of discourses of 

inclusion and exclusion, both of people and ideas. 

 Pieterse also suggests that there are several distinct modes of hybridity that are possible: 

asymmetric, symmetric and with or without centers.42 What he admits, however, is that for both 

symmetric and decentralized hybridity it is difficult to think of concrete real world examples. 

Therefore, we can conclude that hybridity is both an asymmetric process and one that ultimately 

exists in a center-margins relationship. The case of Russia is an example of this type of hybridity. 

Russian culture today is being heavily influenced by Western culture. American films dominate 

the Russian box office week after week, McDonaldôs restaurants have sprung up in many major 

Russian cities, and consumer goods and electronics such as the Apple iPhone have become high-

status products. It would be impossible to make the case that Russian products or cultural texts 

have had the same amount of influence on people in the West. As a result, Russian culture is 

encountering, and taking on elements of Western culture in a very uneven way. As a Russian 
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television executive suggested in an interview with Variety Russia, Hollywood sets the trends, 

Moscow follows Hollywood and Russia follows Moscow.43 

  The above, however, only suggests the general outlines of an idea of hybridity and why it 

adequately describes the way global cultures are interacting without speaking to it in specific 

detail. Marwan Kraidyôs work on cultural hybridity, on the other hand, is useful for describing 

the process of cultural mixing that is currently transforming the Russian television landscape. 

Essentially, hybridity exists when a text enters into a foreign culture, and people blend it with 

elements of the indigenous culture. Kraidy argues that hybridity ñrepudiates the idea that cultures 

are discrete and separate entities, historically unchanging wholes into which birth alone secures 

membership.ò44 Instead, he proposes that cultures are constantly being shaped by other cultures 

they encounter, a process that has increased exponentially in intensity and speed in the era of 

globalization. Cultures, in his mind, are also constantly making use of elements of other cultures 

that seem to resonate, but not always in the way that they were presented in the original culture. 

Kraidy cautions, however, against romanticizing hybridity. He notes that hybrid cultural 

practices adopted by the creative class are not necessarily a form of resistance to globalization, 

but instead are one of the many mechanics that enable its spread.45 Culturally hybrid texts may, 

but are not required to contain elements of opposition to global forces. He even goes as far as to 

assert that ñas the cultural logical of globalization, hybridity is not post-hegemonicé unequal 

intercultural relationships shape most aspects of cultural mixtureò but is careful to say that this 
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ñdoes not mean that hybridity is tantamount to an effect of dominance.ò46 Consequently, the 

introduction of global cultural forms to Russia and their subsequent absorption into Russian 

cultures are part of the process of globalization. It is also worth noting that there are areas where 

Russian culture has felt a need to push back against the increasing encroachment by foreign 

cultures.  

 Having established a general sense of what hybridity entails, a more important question is 

how texts that originate in one cultural milieu transfer into another. For the global television 

industry, one of the key systems of cultural transference has been the format. Albert Moran states 

that a program format is ñunderstood as that set of invariable elements in a program out of which 

the variable elements of an individual episode are produced.ò47 In the most developed form, 

formats include everything from: ñthe Bibleò (which is a total reference guide to the program), 

consultancy services, blueprints and set specifications, computer software graphics, titles, sound, 

scripts, a dossier of demographic ratings, scheduling and related information, off-air video tapes 

of programs and insertable footage.48 The format represents the perfect medium for cultural 

hybridization since it provides all of the documents and services which make it possible to 

translate the original text into a new cultural milieu, including all of the knowledge gained 

through past attempts at creating localized versions of the program. While these localized 

versions contain elements of local culture, for example culturally specific jokes, the core of the 

program remains the same. The original text does not disappear, but rather provides a template 

while keeping its underlying ideology and purpose more or less intact.  

                                                           
46 Kraidy, Hybridity. 
47 Albert Moran and Justin Malbon, Understanding the Global TV Format (New York: Intellect, 2006), 20. 
48 Ibid., 23ï25. 



 

39 
 

 Formats have proliferated in the last quarter century as producers in many countries have 

tried to find ways of minimizing risks and costs while still drawing significant audiences. 

Formats, particularly in their unscripted iterations have proven ideal in this regard. They also 

provide a way for local producers to access proven content without running afoul of the 

increasingly stringent quotas on imported content in some important markets like China.49 

Roland Robertson initially described the trend toward creating local versions of global programs 

as ñglocalizationò a term he borrowed from the lexicon of Japanese businesses that sought to 

adapt themselves to local business environments. In television, the term has been seen as 

meaning a desire to blend global and local styles and content.50  

 Jean Chalaby suggests that formats are a way for television producers to integrate the 

success of global television products into their local markets while at the same time making the 

global origins of these programs essentially invisible. He argues that ñthe rules of a format are 

put in place to weave narratives and disappear behind the stories they generateé formats may be 

international to the industry, but they are always local to the audience.ò51 In that sense, they are 

potentially powerful hybrid forms. They carry with them some of the ideas and assumptions of 

the culture from which they came but introduce those ideas to their new international audience in 

a way that is accessible and palatable. In their work on the Flemish localization of the Columbian 

Yo Soy Betty, la Fea franchise Adriaens and Biltereyst suggested that the process of creating a 

television format involved both the reaffirmation of the national, in banal ways and the opening 
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of new vistas of debate. This dual process is achieved by exposing the audience to a type of 

story-telling that ultimately is different from that to which they are accustomed.52 While the 

melodramatic closed structure of the telenovela remained, several aspects were adapted to make 

the series more acceptable to Flemish audiences. Specifically, more of the characters were given 

in-depth back stories to make them more appealing, and additional characters were added so that 

there would be additional narrative complexity.53 

 Moran and Keane have been critical of the way that the format market has developed 

noting that in many ways it has reproduced already existing power structures in global media 

markets. Specifically, they suggest that most of the creators and rights holders of large successful 

formats were from either the United States or the European Union, with a few formats coming 

from Latin America.54 Their observation was, at the time, correct since most of the formats of the 

time were game shows and talent competitions.  However, in the intervening years, other media 

centers have grown in importance. Oren and Shahaf note that Isreal, Columbia, and the 

Netherlands have become important suppliers of formats, but they do not yet match the scope of 

major format producers such as Britain and the United States.55 Conversely, Silvio Waisbord has 

been particularly celebratory in his assessment of formats as a form of transnational culture. He 

asserts that:  

                                                           
52 Fien Adriaens and Daniel Biltereyst, ñGlocalized Telenovelas and National Identities A óTextual Cum Productionô 

Analysis of the óTelenovelleô Sara, the Flemish Adaptation of Yo Soy Betty, La Fea,ò Television & New Media 13, 

no. 6 (November 1, 2012): 563. 
53 Ibid., 559. 
54 Michael Keane and Albert Moran, eds., Television Across Asia: TV Industries, Programme Formats and 

Globalisation (New York: Routledge, 2003). 
55 Tasha Oren and Sharon Shahaf, ñIntroduction,ò in Global Television Formats: Understanding Television Across 

Borders, ed. Sharon Shahaf and Tasha Oren (New York: Routledge, 2013), 3. 

 



 

41 
 

the popularity of formats is more than just another trend in an industry perennially hungry 

for hit shows and eager to follow them. It reveals two developments in contemporary 

television: the globalization of the business model of television and the efforts of 

international and domestic companies to deal with the resilience of national cultures.56 

He argues that formats are essentially ways for global media industries to penetrate markets that 

prove otherwise resistant to the products that they sell.  

 Moran in studying the way that formats deploy global norms suggests that localization 

and hybridization are part of the normal flow of media globally and are to a large extent 

synonymous. He places hybridization below localization suggesting that it is one of the results of 

the former. He suggests that: 

localization is central to the process of cultural hybridization: the blending of global and 

local cultural forms, the constant borrowing, and meshing of styles and forms whose 

origins are geographically located in distant corners of the globe. Recent studies have 

stressed the significance of hybridization as a distinctive characteristic of contemporary 

cultural processesé As expressed in a variety of cultural forms, hybridization is 

seemingly the dominant cultural form in todayôs globalized media cultures.57 

He stresses that the spread of cultural forms remains a deeply complex exchange where large 

global players are forced to deal with local companies that are often dominant within that market. 

The hybridization/localization of a particular text, or even a wider constellation of texts within a 

genre, involves swapping out of culturally specific markers. Moran suggests that: 
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localization needs to be understood as a series of efforts to make content órealô through 

particular interpretations of local and national órealityô at a specific time. It entails erasing 

cultural signs that establish cultural distance between programs and audiences, and 

instead developing markers that signal common belonging.58 

He stresses that in doing so, the producers, who he refers to as gatekeepers, do not fall back on a 

set of symbols that could be called official national culture. Instead, ñnationhood is defined as a 

collective culture shaped by a set of common and recent experiencesò adding that ñlocalization 

entails sketching out óthe nationô at a particular moment in timeéit is less about the past and 

more about the present.ò59 It follows that hybridization involves making texts relevant to 

audiences by having it speak to their lived reality. In this way, it is different from simple 

translation. It is a way of keeping the core of the text intact, and monetizing it internationally 

while bypassing the problem of what Colin Hoskins and Rold Mirus call the ñcultural discountò 

by which they mean the difficulty programs have transitioning from one culture to another.60 

 He also stresses that this kind of cultural exchange is part of a complex network of 

knowledge transfers. The companies that own the rights to formatted programs play an active 

role in determining the overall shape of the programs that ultimately become hybridized. They 

provide consultancy and are present on the sets of programs. They act in a teaching role, 

especially in industries where there is little experience working with certain genres or where 

there are different patterns of production that may clash with the needs of a specific genre. These 

consultancy services are not, as Moran stresses, part of a culturally imperialist program, but are 
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instead meant to smooth the transition towards global programming and often lead to an overall 

skills buildup within local cultural industries.  

 Michael Keane, Anthony Y.H. Fung, and Albert Moran propose that formats and other 

cultural texts are, in essence, types of cultural technologies.61 They define the term stating that 

ñcultural technology has a more direct connotation to television content if linked to the idea of 

óknowledgesô about production, about marketing, and about consumer patternsé all commercial 

entertainment media are cultural technologies insofar as they aim to attract your attention, keep 

your attention and - in the case of commercial television- sell your attention to advertisersò 

adding that: 

Cultural technology transfer has two edges. In a material sense a cultural commodity is 

formed; in another sense, the success of the commodityé leads to further dissemination 

of the technologyé cultural technology transfer entails looking at program flows through 

the pragmatic lens of content internationalization.62  

They conclude that: 

 the cultural technology transfer model is, therefore, a way of bridging the gap between 

modernization theory that supposes that modern óWesternô technology and its ways of 

organization contribute to the inevitable transition from tradition to modernity, and media 

imperialism, which has tended to see foreign programming as a threat to social values. In 

effect, the equation is not so straightforwardé cultural technology transfer of format 
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licensing and appropriation depends on the environment in which it is transplanted. 

Sometimes it takes, sometimes it doesnôt.ò63  

They also note that a very important aspect of these kinds of transfers is that there is, inevitably 

also ñintellectual, social and institutional reconfiguration.ò64 Particularly in the case of the 

Russian industry, these other technologies, primarily brought in by major western studios like 

Sony, are in some cases, as important as the programs that were imported. Specifically, these 

technologies helped the newly formed Russian channels and production companies to understand 

transnational television standards and produce compelling programming.  

Methodology 

As discussed briefly in the introduction, this study uses a mixed methodological approach 

combining the analysis of political and economics institutions (political economy), textual 

analysis of the programs, nine semi-structured interviews with people who have worked or are 

working in the Russian television industry (conducted by me) and analysis of popular press and 

industry trade publications. Of these approaches, my use of political economy is the one that 

most goes against some of the most recent trends in media studies. According to Havens, Lotz 

and Tinic political economy engenders a perspective roughly equivalent to that of staring out the 

window of a jet plane.65 This description offers an excellent metaphor for understanding the 

limits of what political economy describes and also why this view might be problematic in 

isolation. They contend that this outlook sees only macro-level operations rather than the 

innumerable creative negotiations that take place constantly. While I agree with their objections 
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to political economy in general, when examining the Russian case, it is impossible to talk about 

the television industry outside of its relationship with two powerful groups: the state and the 

oligarchs. In fact, even here, separating those two groups is somewhat problematic since the 

oligarchs in most cases maintain their elite political and economic positions specifically by 

cultivating close ties to the Putin administration. Authoritarian capitalism means that television 

in Russia remains dominated by the state in direct and indirect ways and requires this macro-

perspective to understand all its various parts. The two largest television stations are directly 

state-owned, and the rest of the television economy has indirect ties to the state. Therefore, one 

cannot understand their programs or the choices made by producers without looking at the 

institutional context at a broad level.  

The ñcritical media industry studiesò model proposed by the trio, is specifically designed 

to address the media economies of developed capitalist countries, where the rule of law is the 

norm and stateôs influence over the media is primarily related to regulation. Therefore, it cannot 

transfer to an authoritarian capitalist state like Russia without some modification. While the 

insights gained from talking to industry insiders, examining trade press and doing textual 

analysis does offer a level of detail that is absent in the typical political economy accounts, this 

does not negate the need to examine pressure from a nation-state that acts as one of the central 

hubs of power. Their model is adept at examining how producers meet the needs of networks, 

studios, and audiences and how they understand their relationship to each of those nodes. In 

Russia, while networks do seek to attract audiences there is the extra layer of navigating the 

dictates of the state. One can only understand these negotiations by looking at the political 

institutions involved. Without this understanding, it is impossible to understand the system as a 

whole. Therefore, I will be using a modified version of the critical media industry studies model 
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that includes the broader perspective of political economy to examine the power relationship 

within the Russian media system. I will metaphorically, bring the aircraft down to observe the 

dynamics in a more comprehensive fashion. 

 Critical media industry studies locates its philosophical underpinnings of their proposed 

field of study in the Birmingham School of Cultural Studies, particularly in their incorporation of 

the works of Michel Foucault and Antonio Gramsci. Specifically, they borrow the conception of 

power from these two theorists, suggesting that power should be conceived as productive, in that 

it tends to produce specific ways of understanding audiences, texts, and economics.66 Conceiving 

of media in this manner also suggests the importance of Stuart Hallôs articulation of Gramsciôs 

conception of power. Gramsci, according to Hall, conceives of the dominant ideology as being in 

a constant state of struggle with other ideas and value systems. When one set of ideas gains 

dominance, it gains the status of ócommon senseô and becomes the overarching societal system 

of values that most people accept as the natural order. This victory is never total as competing 

ideological systems continue to exist and challenge the dominant system in an attempt to 

displace it.67 Hall adds that ñhegemony is understood as accomplishedé principally by means of 

active consent of those classes or groups who were subordinated within it.ò68 As a result, the 

common sense of hegemony is not forced on populations; rather they actively concede to it by 

accepting its discourses.  

The media plays an active role in the dissemination of these competing discourses within 

a society acting as what Newcomb and Hirsch term a ñcultural forumò where competing 
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ideological positions are presented.69 To prove their point, they reference an episode of the 

program Father Knows Best where the character of Betty Anderson tries to work as an engineer 

on a survey crew as part of a career day. Their contention is that this event presents the viewer 

with a set of competing discourses with the characters taking different positions on Bettyôs job 

and how it relates to gender norms in the very conservative 1950s when the concept of womenôs 

roles in the workforce was very limited. The program acted as a forum for the idea that young 

women might want a career other than those typically available to them. This example highlights 

televisionôs function as a venue for the presentation of ideas about society. Heather Hendershot, 

in her reflections on the contemporary usefulness of the idea of television as a forum, notes that 

the period that they discussed is more of a historical curiosity at this point than something 

reflective of the current media environment. She notes that when the pair initially proposed the 

idea, there were only three main networks in the United States and, as a result, people tended to 

watch mostly the same programming. Therefore, a program like Father Knows Best could 

broadly discuss ideas such as gender roles with the expectation that it would reach a vast 

audience, and could be a conduit for competing ideas. In some ways, Russia is similar enough to 

the United States in the network era since television is still the dominant medium and a few 

broadcast networks are dominant.  Therefore, it is still possible to speak of it as a cultural forum 

in Russia. This dominance is changing gradually as high-speed Internet access proliferates, but 

the six largest networks in Russia still command enough attention to warrant calling them a 

cultural forum. 

  Along with the circulation of formats and other such technologies, another key aspect to 

examining television texts is questioning the ways they are understood using categories such as 
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genre. Especially when looking at the Russian market, there are certain genres that have a longer 

history in television than others. Jason Mittell suggests that with regards to studies of television 

genres, rather than looking at genre as a particular quality arising from the text, that genres 

instead should be examined as discursive formations.70 He notes that ñgenres obviously primarily 

work to classify texts togetheré genres also serve as sites of interpretive consistency, as genric 

interpretations posit core meanings for any given genre. ï police dramas as conservative rituals 

of assurance, horror as a means to cope with social anxiety.ò71 Genres, he adds ñwork as 

discursive clusters with certain definition, interpretations, and evaluations coming together at any 

given time to suggest a coherent, clear genre.ò72 Genres, therefore, come loaded with pre-

existing systems of understanding that help the audience know what to make of them.  

His definition is relatively similar to Tony Bennet and Janet Woollacottôs suggestion that 

texts are part of reading formations. Bennett defines genres as ña set of intersecting discourses 

that productively activate a given body of texts and the relations between them in a specific 

way.ò73 This statement is also similar to the suggestion by Mikhail Bakhtin that ña text lives only 

in contact with another text (context). Only at the point of this contact does light flare up, shining 

backwards and forwards, bringing the texts towards dialogueé This é is a dialogue of contact 

between texts (utterances) and not a mechanical contact of óoppositions.ôò74 Genres as discursive 

or reading formations, therefore, exist only at the points of contact with other texts. It is these 
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points of contact that help audiences decipher their meaning. Diane Carr articulates this 

relationship further: 

Viewers and readers will respond to and interpret a text according, in part, to their 

reading formations ï the social, cultural and historical make up of their interpretive 

perspectiveé Bennett and Woollacott intend to move past a focus on either the ótext 

itself,' or the óactive reader,' to highlight the cultural and ideological forces which 

organize and reorganize the network or inter-textual relations within which texts are 

inserted as texts-to-be-read.75 

The inter-textual relationships encompass the question of genres since texts interact through 

these categorizations structures the understanding of texts. The genres that they belong to and 

help constitute ultimately shapes the audiencesô understanding of what they are experiencing. Or 

to put it more simply, the genre conventions in part tell the reader what to expect from the text. 

 As discussed earlier, along with my analyses of institutions both political and economic 

and textual analysis, I also have two bodies of interviews that contribute to my understanding of 

the dynamics of the Russian television industry. The first are nine interviews conducted directly 

by me with industry professionals who have been working in the Russian television industry 

since roughly 2003. I also consult a few other sources of interviews most notably from Ekho 

Moskvyôs Telekhranitel program. Telekhranitel, meaning ñDefender of televisionò ï a play on the 

words telokhranitel or bodyguard ï airs once a week on Sundays and features a prominent 

member of the television community in conversation with host Elena Afasyenova. These 

interviews cover a wide range of topics from specific programs to the general philosophy of 

some of the television networks in Russia. The interviewees have a particular agenda and are 
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often acting in a promotional capacity. These interviews, however, often reveal important details 

about productions that are useful even though they contain ñindustry spin.ò 

 Other industry interviews that I consult are from the pages of the industry trade 

publication Variety Russia. The now-shuttered magazine was the local Russian edition of the 

American entertainment industry publication Variety. The magazine was published in Russia 

from July of 2012 to January 2015 and routinely conducted interviews with some of the most 

influential members of the Russian television and film industry. In this study, I will include 

interviews with Vyacheslav Murugov, the general producer at STS, Yuliana Slashcheva CEO of 

STS Media Holdings and the production team at Yellow, Black, and White, one of Russiaôs 

leading production companies. Each of these provides important insider details about one of the 

networks or programs that I am examining.  

 Lastly, much of my understanding of the shape of the industry comes from articles taken 

from both the industry and popular press. These accounts help shape a basic understanding of 

ownership and influence patterns within the Russian industry, particularly how each network is 

connected back to the state. This body of data makes up the bulk of the political economy portion 

of my analysis. The combination of all of these different data points, allow me to generate a 

broad picture of the Russian industry, from its reemergence as a cultural force around 2003 

through the fifteen years of Putinôs political dominance to the present.  
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Chapter 2 Russian Television: Past and Present 

 

When examining the Russian television industry, it is important to remember that it did 

not emerge de novo in the post-Soviet period. This chapter examines the history of Soviet and 

Russian television to understand better the conditions from which the current Russian television 

landscape emerged. Continuities and moments of rupture with the past are emphasized in order 

to make sense of why certain genres emerged at certain times and how the historical roots of the 

medium in the country continue to shape industry practices. The mediumôs Soviet era history has 

had a strong long-term effect on production strategies and programming choices. Very little has 

been written about Soviet-era entertainment programming on television by scholars in the 

English-speaking world. However, two relatively recent works present an in-depth historical 

account of its development. Kristen Roth-Eyôs Moscow Prime Time gives a very thorough 

account of the development of the Soviet television industry, and it offers a way to understand 

why television entertainment developed in Russia along a fairly unique trajectory. She reveals 

two interesting facts that are surprising given the monolithic view of culture ascribed to the 

Soviet period. What Roth-Ey recounts is that in its initial phases, television was the purview of 

hobbyists, who often obtained the equipment to put on amateur television productions with help 

from local branches of the Communist Party. These branches also provided political protection 

from Moscow officials when they eventually wished to take control of the system.1 These 

amateur productions were difficult for Soviet authorities to control as late as 1964. These internal 
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struggles with local party officials suggest the challenges Soviet authorities had in bringing the 

new technology under their control.2 

 Even once Moscow had effectively centralized the operation of television broadcasting 

and production primarily to the Soviet capital, another factor, this time economic, led to 

considerable problems with television production which made the medium unwieldy for Soviet 

censors. The Soviet Union suffered from a lack of film stock on which to record television 

programming. The film industry, which was adequately supplied with such materials, viewed 

television as a lesser medium and therefore, was unwilling to turn over materials, equipment, and 

facilities to help the budding sector.3 As a result, the output of Soviet television remained almost 

exclusively live-to-air programming well into the 1970s. This deficit limited what genres and 

types of storytelling eventually found their ways to Soviet television screens. At first, it led to the 

broadcast of mostly cultural events such as theater, ballet, and sports.4 Eventually, however, 

game shows were developed. The earliest of these was Vercher Veselykh Voprosov (Evening of 

Merry Questions) better known as VVV. The program was an eclectic game show that did not 

pre-screen contestants, inviting members of the studio audience to participate at random.5 The 

programôs open format led to its eventual demise when the host invited Muscovites to come to 

the theater where it was being filmed, dressed in sheepskin coats and carrying samovars, despite 

it being the middle of summer. While prior invitations had elicited only a few entrants, this time, 

hundreds hurried to the theater causing traffic jams and general confusion. The show was 

canceled shortly after this incident, but the program remains a favorite of those people who 
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remember the early days of Soviet television. A second game show Klub Veselykh i 

Nakhodchivykh (Club of the Merry and Quick-witted) or KVN, originally invited primarily male 

university students to compete in teams. They were meant to present a mix of sketch comedy and 

improvisations which were then judged by the studio audience. The program aired monthly from 

1961 until 1972 though it was revived in the post-Soviet era.6  Like VVV before it, KVN had a 

reputation for spontaneity, which endeared it to audiences but which made communist officials 

uncomfortable. 

 Given its relatively long history as a domestic genre, it is not surprising that the game 

show continues to be popular in Russia. In fact, one of the most popular programs of the 1990s 

according to Natalia Rulyova and Stephen Hutchings was the unlicensed Wheel of Fortune copy 

Pole Chuda (Field of Dreams). The Soviet game shows may have also laid the foundation for the 

spinoff genre of reality television. This genre remains popular in Russia with programs like 

Dom-2, a Big Brother-like program, and numerous musical and talent competitions often 

dominating the ratings. I do not mean to suggest that this genre would never have attracted an 

audience in post-Soviet Russia had VVV and KVN never existed, but clearly their presence and 

later Soviet game shows such as A-nu-ka Devushki (Letôs go Girls), a baking game show, and 

Chto? Gde? Kogda? (What? Where? When?), a quiz show, set the stage for the acceptance of the 

genre.  

 Roth-Eyôs account of Soviet televisionôs early days also touches on the biggest shift that 

came to Soviet television. In the 1970s Soviet television began to produce and air mini-series. 

These Brezhnev-era programs remain cultural touchstones to Russians. Where Roth-Eyôs 

                                                           
6 From 1968 until its cancellation in 1972, KVN was filmed and edited rather than being shown live, limiting its 

spontaneous character. 



 

54 
 

account of Soviet television leaves off, Elena Prokhorovaôs in-depth account of many of the most 

significant programs of the Brezhnev era offers a detailed look at the types of series that would 

lay the foundation for post-Soviet entertainment television. She states that genres like the spy-

thriller and police dramas of that time are ñnarratives of control over individual and community 

identityò which ñwas itself a sign of an unstable, troubled identity.ò7 She suggests that what 

ñnew Russian productions [demonstrate is] the fact that the break with Soviet cultural tradition 

has been most pronounced in form rather than content.ò 8 In looking at the early output of the 

post-Soviet Russian television industry, she concludes that massively popular series such as 

Ulitsy Razbitykh Fonarei (Streets of Broken Lights), Kamenskaya, and Banditskii Peterburg 

(Criminal Petersburg) continue the cultural trajectory of the Soviet period and strongly favor 

genres that speak about social cohesion.  

 A potential problem with Prokhorovaôs reading of the police and spy genres is the degree 

to which she attributes the qualities of both the Soviet and post-Soviet examples of the genre to 

their specific cultural milieu. While her analysis of many aspects of television in Russia and the 

USSR are thorough, she displays a ñspecialistò blindness that is somewhat troubling. She often 

assumes that the trends she is talking about are unique to Russia. In reality, much of what 

Prokhorova argues about Russian television and the spy genre are in line with other articulations 

globally. Jason Mittell  observes that police procedural, detective dramas, and spy thrillers are 

consistent as discursive formations since they seek to reassure viewers that society is stable and 

safe and that the forces of order are likely to overpower those of disorder.9 Rather than 

suggesting that Prokhorovaôs analysis is incorrect, I am suggesting that much of what she sees is 
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not unique to Russia. The specific issues that Russians deal with are different, but the 

phenomenon of security genres on television being a way to assuage insecurities about society 

and identity is not unique to that country. 

 Regardless of the limits of her argument, hers remains one of the most complete accounts 

of early post-Soviet television. She points to Streets of Broken Lights as particularly important in 

understanding post-Soviet television. In her analysis, the series demonstrates the instability and 

uncertainty of Russian society. While many crime dramas would be about a criminal 

investigation, she suggests that Streets of Broken Lights is more about engaging with the 

mythology of the city of St. Petersburg. The everyday crimes that she points to as the core of the 

series make it less about solving complex criminal undertakings as about examining the ñRussian 

soul.ò10 In the same vein, Jennifer Tishlerôs analysis of the same series suggests that it primarily 

tries to generate a post-Soviet sense of Russian identity, and casts the police as the ultimate 

defenders of that identity. She suggests that the series is actually about the enduring spirit of St. 

Petersburg, which has survived wars, floods, the benign neglect of the Soviet and post-Soviet 

Russian states, and is likely to survive the criminal infestation of the late 1990s and early 

2000s.11 She notes that the creators of the series generally use pre-Soviet monuments in the city 

to make a distinction between the police, who are aware of their importance, and the criminals, 

who are completely ignorant of their meaning. 12 The police are, in a sense, defending the 

physical heritage of Russian identity (embodied in the city itself) against the criminals who exist 

as a result of the weak, disorganized post-Soviet state. This depiction of the police is what 
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Prokhorova has in mind when she suggests that new Russian television serials are a response to a 

fundamental uneasiness Russians have with regards to the stability of their society.   

 One of the exceptions to the early post-Soviet police proceduralsô focus on dark social 

themes and the glamor of the criminal underworld, seen in series like Criminal Petersburg, was 

the television series Kamenskaya. The series follows the career of its eponymous heroine 

Anastasia óNastyaô Kamenskaya. The series ran between 2000 and 2011 with a total of eighty-

four episodes and is based on the highly popular novels of Russian author Alexandra Marinina. 

The series now numbers 30 novels all of which have been adapted for television. The six seasons 

of the television program are themselves subdivided into smaller ófilmsô each of which is based 

on an individual novel. According to the ratings data available, the series routinely drew roughly 

a quarter of viewers across Russia and a slightly higher percentage in the capital.13  

 As Andrei Rogatcheski notes ñKamenskaya can [be] justifiably treated as an example of 

skillful post-Soviet pro-government small screen propaganda.ò14 The reason for his interpretation 

is the seriesô portrayal of the events and the protagonists. Anastasia Kamenskaya is a type of 

super detective in the lineage of Sherlock Holmes and shares billing in post-Soviet Russia with 

Boris Akuninôs Erast Fandorin. She is part of a team of dedicated and, ultimately, very honest 

policemen who solve bizarre crimes. Principle among her allies are Yuri Kopotkov, who shares 

the rank of major with Kamenskaya and the head of their division Viktor Gordeyev, who is 

known by the nickname ókolobokô a type of round Russian pastry. Kamenskayaôs intellect is the 

key to connecting the often disparate pieces of the various puzzles the team confronts.  
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 The crimes vary widely. The first novel and series, A Coincidence of Circumstances, 

deals primarily with corruption, murder, and blackmail within the police. Other stories such as 

The Stylist follows a serial killer who is targeting gay men in Moscow and its surrounding 

suburbs. What is most striking is that, in a way likely to be inconsistent with the experiences of 

the majority of Russians, the cases are always solved, and the criminals are always brought to 

justice. Rogatcheski correctly identifies one of the key elements of the Kamenskaya stories 

stating that their ñmain goal was to find an imaginary solution to the very real problem of the 

proliferation of crime in post-Soviet Russiaò adding that ñA new type of crime ïcharacterized by 

ruthlessness, a high media profile and the inability of the police to apprehend criminalsé 

demands a new type of police investigator.ò15 The exploits of Kamenskaya and her cohorts also 

serve another purpose. As Tom Whitehouse suggests, ñthe millions who read her books must 

have faith in the prospects of justice ïreal and poetic- for the burgeoning number of Russian 

baddies.ò16 In effect, the series helps to alleviate concerns about the state of post-Soviet Russia 

by creating a world where crime is always punished. Again, this is very much in line with what 

Mittell identifies in non-Russian series of the same genre. 

 Whitehouseôs remarks correspond with comments made by Valerii Todorovskii, who at 

the time served as one of the producers of the series and deputy general producer at Rossiya One. 

He states that: 

ñGenerally speaking, itôs like a fairy tale. And this is why TV series are not depressing. 

How come these fairy tales are so popular? The answer is simpleé Opinion polls reveal 

that respondents always put crime among the three most important things that make them 
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anxious. If they are anxious about crime, they will keep watching TV crime seriesé 

Subconsciously itôd be nice to see of course, that there are good policemen [sic] in the 

country and the criminals get what they deserve. There is an expectation of some sort of 

justice and of the absence of impunityé Unlike crime reports in the news, TV series give 

you hope.ò17 

This kind of representation helps to build the sense of a solid society where the rule of law and 

honest police officers exist. In this way, it helps to build up a sense of ontological security since 

the world of Kamenskaya is one in which people can legitimately live and interact with their 

institutions with confidence. As Roger Silverstone suggests, this is one of the ways that 

television has its strongest impact, by giving the comfort of an ordered and consistent world even 

where one does not exist.18  

 Beyond these early crime dramas, Birgit Beumers suggests that one of the breakout 

moments for Russian television came in the form of the melodrama Bednaya Nastia (Poor 

Anastasia). She states that ñ[STS] ïan entertainment channel- understood the potential of the 

melodramatic genre and collaborated with Columbia Sony Pictures, adopting serial production 

methods from its more experienced co-producer.ò19 In this statement, Beumers addresses one of 

the most important aspects of television production in post-Soviet Russia, namely that STS has 

been particularly effective in learning from foreign partners and replicating their techniques to 

create hit shows. In fact, STS is essentially responsible for popularizing the situation comedy in 

Russia. Dana Heller documented the numerous failures of early attempts at producing situation 
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comedies in that country. Critics and audiences hated the Russian-made sitcoms, particularly the 

shallowness of the characters and the use of a laugh-track.20 It was not until 2004 when STS 

launched a version of the CBS show The Nanny, titled Moia Prekrasnaia Niania (My Fair 

Nanny) that the genre gained traction with Russian audiences. As Hutchings and Rulyova state, 

television humor in Russia has more closely been associated with the sketch-comedy genre and 

the ñcomedy of the virtuoso, stand-up variety,ò because those genres had been present on 

Russian television since the Soviet period and had historically been part of Soviet theater 

culture.21 Consequently, My Fair Nannyôs success is significant and will be discussed further in 

chapter four.   

 Since the success of My Fair Nanny, it has become clear that STS is the most important 

generic innovator in post-Soviet Russia. In addition to Poor Anastasia and My Lovely Nanny, 

STS produced the series Be not Born Beautiful, a localized version of the Columbian series Yo 

Soy Betty, La Fea, more commonly known for its American adaptation Ugly Betty. Elena 

Prokhorova locates the appeal of the series in the Cinderella story of rags to riches but also 

suggests that the Betty character (called Katya in the Russian) embodies the Soviet ideal of 

communality. She suggests that the poor characters in the series, including Katya and her family, 

represent more authentic values, than their shallow and materialistic upper-class peers.22 

Prokhorovaôs view of post-Soviet adaptations tends to be slightly myopic in this regard because 

she focuses on elements of the Russian adaptation of Yo Soy Betty, La Fea as unique when they 

are in fact quite common to most versions of the series. As Michele Hilmes notes, class conflicts 
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and the opportunity of the heroine to transcend them are nearly universally present in the Betty 

format.23 The Russian version is similar to the Chinese and Indian adaptation of the series each 

of which recasts elements of the narrative to fit the cultural milieu while retaining the core of the 

narrative, particularly as it relates to class. As Xiaolu Ma and Albert Moran note, the Chinese 

adaptation of the format transforms the love triangle to make it more appropriate in the eyes of 

Chinese audiences. Wudi, the Betty character, does not sleep with her boss, as she does in the 

Columbian and Mexican versions. Instead, she directs her energy at solving work conflicts rather 

than resolving the love triangle.24 The Indian version makes the Betty character less ugly since 

an unattractive heroine was deemed inappropriate for the Indian market.25At their core, however, 

both those versions still involve a traversing of class barriers as the competent Betty character 

works her way up from her lower-class status.  Nothing in these changes alters the core elements 

of the story or the characters. Like the Russian version, they are minor cultural differences to 

make the content palatable to local audiences.  

 Some other genres on Russian television have also garnered critical attention. Two, in 

particular, the historical drama and literary adaptations, have been studied. With regards to 

adaptations, David MacFadyen suggests that the popularity of television series based on novels 

increased exponentially from 2003 onward.26 In a sense, this is not a strange or unexpected trend 

since this genre existed in the Soviet period. Prokhorova notes that the Soviet series The 
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Adventures of Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Watson was a favorite of Soviet audiences.27 

However, MacFadyen notes the significant increase in the production of television adaptations of 

literary classics that began with the successful adaptation of Dostoevskyôs The Idiot. The 2003 

series launched what has become an almost unrelenting torrent of literary adaptations that 

continues unabated to the present. What is perhaps most notable, as MacFadyen suggests, is that 

the texts come from a wide range of genres and periods. These adaptations have included works 

from the Tsarist era, but also dissident works of the Soviet period and works that were 

considered masterpieces by communist authorities.28 As such one should view the growth of the 

genre as a way to connect modern audiences with Russiaôs rich literary heritage and culture. This 

trend is explored in chapter three.   

Organizational and Regulatory Framework 

 Beyond looking at genres, it is important to examine the organizational structure of the 

Russian television industry. Like most other television industries, it is shaped by some of the 

idiosyncrasies of the mediumôs history and the regulatory bodies charged with modulating its 

content. The regulatory framework of the Russian television industry was initially inherited from 

the Soviet Union and remains ill-defined and outdated. In many ways, the legal framework that 

governs audiovisual broadcasting in the Russian Federation reflects the overall power structure 

that has existed since the Yeltsin era. When President Yeltsin altered the constitution of the 

Russian Federation in 1993 to weaken the opposition he was facing from the lower house of the 

Russian parliament, called the Duma, he gave himself and his successors the ability to bypass the 

Supreme Soviet and the Duma and to rule by decree. It also created a legal structure that made it 

difficult for the Duma to amend laws that were implemented by decree. Consequently, one of the 
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major pieces of legislation that still governs audiovisual services in the Russian Federation is the 

Decree of the President of the Russian Federation No. 2255 of December 22, 1993, On 

Improvement of State Administration in the Sphere of the Mass Media.29 This decree was folded 

into the Resolution of the Government of the Russian Federation No. 1359 of the Seventh of 

December 1994 as a transitional measure until the adoption of new legislation. Part of this bill 

included a lengthy section entitled the Regulation on Licensing.30 

 Broadcasting remains the largest sector of Russian television and therefore looking at the 

regulations that manage this area is essential. All six major television networks in Russia today 

are over-the-air broadcasters. This technological backwardness likely has to do with the relative 

poverty of the Russian economy during the 1990s which stymied any reasonable attempts by 

entrepreneurs to build alternative cable or satellite distribution networks. While these networks 

do exist they are primarily limited to the major cities with Moscow and Saint Petersburg, the two 

largest and wealthiest metropolises, having the most developed cable systems. Even where 

infrastructure does exist the industry is hampered by long-term structural factors that, thus far, 

have been resistant to change. A report from the European Audiovisual Observatory outlines the 

fact that despite the growing number of cable and satellite options available to Russians, only 

about eighteen million users subscribe.31 The authors of the report suggest that the reason for this 

is that ñin large cities, [the] infrastructure mainly consists of old systems designed for collective 

(apartment building) reception of two to five terrestrial channels and frequently controlled by a 

local monopolist (usually a state-run communications provider).ò32 They add that ñaccording to 
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the [Russian Federationôs] Ministry of Communications, only 10% of the existing cable 

infrastructure has the technical capacity to provide broadband internet accessé while 50% of all 

cable networks are outdated and allow the transmission of no more than five channelsò adding 

that most of the cable providers that do exist are merely providing mostly the same channels 

available over-the-air. 33    

 A second point that has entrenched broadcasting as the main model of television 

distribution in Russia is the attitudes of Russian consumers towards any kind of paid television 

subscription. The reports states that ñsince the populace is accustomed to free-of-charge 

television and there is so little diversity of content, cable network owners cannot generate 

enough revenue to build new broadband networks capable of delivering various packages and 

service.ò34 This report remains the most recent one that details the growth and challenges of the 

Russian cable market. It is worth noting, however, that the report is nearly ten years old. Content 

has broadly diversified, and companies like STS Media have created secondary channels that 

theoretically could serve to diversify the base of content on cable. Headwinds against cable 

remain strong. With the major broadcasters transitioning to digital high definition over-the-air 

signals, the demand for cable as a source of high definition content is likely further suppressed.  

In addition, in the wake of the conflict with the West over Ukraine, media legislation was 

introduced in Russia that banned cable and satellite stations from running advertising.35 This law 

has crippled the cable and satellite industries since without advertising they have no way of 

generating revenues. The only stations that are exempt from this legislation are those that are 
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primarily over-the-air broadcasters and happen to be carried on cable as well. The Russian state 

has its hand in controlling all of these stations to varying degrees.  

 As the European Audiovisual Institutes report also suggests ñthe government [of Russia] 

currently provides no economic stimulus for updating and developing the technical infrastructure 

of the cable industry, which is negatively impacting on the quality of the service and the product 

itself.ò36 Though the report suggests the underdeveloped state of the Russian cable system is the 

result of benign neglect, the above law suggests an alternate reason for the poor development of 

the cable system. Cable, even in its relatively limited distribution model in Russia, has allowed 

the founding of a few stations that are openly critical of Vladimir Putin and his administration. 

One of these is TV Dozhd. The station primarily broadcasts live news and commentary, making it 

similar to cable news stations in the United States, but with much less influence. The station 

gained some prominence when it was one of the first to cover the 2011 rallies against what were 

perceived to be fraudulent elections for Russiaôs lower house of parliament, the Duma. Dozhd 

took a rather partisan view of the events and became a major promoter of the rallies against the 

United Russia political party and Putin. While most of the major stations (Channel One, Rossiya 

One and NTV) covered the rallies, most of them played down both their numbers and the anti-

Putin rhetoric.37 

 The laws of 2014 that limited the ability of cable stations to run advertising seem to be a 

direct reaction to Dozhdôs reporting during these protests. As many commentators have noted the 

Russian leadership lives in constant fear that a ñcolor revolution,ò like the ñRoseò and ñOrangeò 
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revolutions that swept anti-Russian governments into power in Ukraine and Georgia, might be 

repeated in Russia. A station like Dozhd that openly backs resistance to the ruling administration 

in the Kremlin, therefore, represents a threat. The easiest way to neutralize this possible outlet of 

resistance is to simply weaken cable television which the Kremlin apparently has more difficulty 

controlling. Thus, one can see the weak cable system in Russia as an example of the Kremlin, 

favoring the media that it can control and actively working to weaken the media that it cannot.   

 When it comes to regulating the broadcast industry, most parts of the original post-Soviet 

law remain in effect. The relevant provisions are the general licensing procedures that outline the 

requirements and possible reasons for refusal. The act lays out the general means that regulatory 

bodies may use to scrutinize licenseesô activities and how they may ensure compliance with the 

law. The law also authorizes the executive branch (the office of the President) to set up open 

competitions, when two conflicting bids emerge for the same frequency.38 A few statutes have 

been added over the year to govern the granting of broadcast licenses, but the law remains 

essentially unchanged since 1993. One of the strangest provisions of Russiaôs mass media laws is 

the fact that media companies require two separate licenses to broadcast content. One license is 

granted that permits broadcaster to actually ñdisseminate television and radio programsò while 

the other allows for the use of a radio or television broadcast frequency. 

 The granting of licenses is primarily the purview of two agencies within the Russian 

Federation, the Ministry of Communication and the Federal Competition Committee (FCC). In 

theory, the FCC is responsible for evaluating the proposals of the various applicants for licensing 

in terms of their ability to keep their station operating for the length of the license and for 
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acquiring or generating content required to fill a broadcast schedule. As Andrei Richter notes, the 

laws regulating the FCCôs behavior ñlacks established criteria for the FCC to assess the 

broadcastersô technical, financial and programming proposalsò adding that ñit is difficult to 

predict the volume of capital necessary to maintain a station for several years, and financial 

instability in Russia hinders the establishment of guidelines for broadcastersô business plans.ò39 

The rules that govern the FCC are also poorly defined. Richter notes that they suggest that ñthe 

FCC shall promote ñsocially oriented programs but no legal instrument defines what they areò 

and the law gives little idea of how such things should be judged.40 Richter, Sklyarova and 

Kachkaeva et al. state that the laws of the Russian Federation regarding media industries in 

general, but television, in particular, are primarily based on the laws that came out of the final 

days of the Soviet Union, with minor revisions to those laws in 1994 and 1999. The poorly 

crafted aspects of the law could be used to withdraw licenses or otherwise inconvenience 

applicants by drawing out the processes or simply allowing them to be consumed by endless red-

tape.   

Overall, the situation with regards to regulation of the Russian industry is somewhat 

opaque. The laws are obviously flawed leaving a great deal of discretion to licensing bodies. 

Russia is a notoriously corrupt country, ranking one hundred and thirty-sixth out of one hundred 

seventy-four in the 2014 transparency international corruption index.41 Vague laws in Russia 

offer a possible pressure point for corrupt officials to interpret statutes in a way that will assure 

them a bribe. Beyond that sort of run-of-the-mill  corruption, however, the state also at times 

makes use of the law to coerce or otherwise force their opponents into submission. The example 
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of NTV offers a good case study of where Russian law can be used to either help or hinder those 

currently in favor with the Kremlin. Olessia Koltsova recounts that in 1996 when Boris Yeltsin 

was facing stiff competition from the communist party candidate, NTV which from its founding 

had been generally critical of the Yeltsin administration and particularly of the governmentôs 

inability to enforce military discipline in the first Chechen war, decided to back the sitting 

president. Some kind of backroom deal was apparently struck between Yeltsin and Gusinsky, the 

oligarch who controlled NTV. In exchange for their support, the station was awarded the right to 

broadcast on the national bandwidth, previously allocated to Saint Petersburgôs Channel Five, by 

executive order. This reallocation of bandwidth allowed NTV to become the third largest 

television broadcaster Russian immediately. The stripping of the Saint Petersburg-based 

broadcasterôs national broadcast license was done without any real consultation as was the 

granting of those rights to NTV. These kinds of violations of the rule of law are problematic and 

show difficulties inherent in operating a business in Russia, where overwhelming executive 

power and poorly defined laws allow for cronyism. This problem fundamentally can affect all 

broadcasters since the laws on granting licenses are equally vague. Ultimately this leaves 

networks in a position where they may very well need to make sure that they are not displeasing 

the Putin government so that their businesses are not put at risk 

Having discussed some of the central legislative and regulatory issues facing the Russian 

industry, it is important to understand who the major actors in the Russian television market are, 

particularly the largest channels. There are essentially six large and very important television 

channels in Russia today: Channel One, Rossiya, NTV, TNT, STS, and REN-TV. The state, for 

all intents and purposes, has some form of either direct or indirect control over each of the major 

networks. Sometimes as is the case with Channel One and Rossiya, the channel or holding 
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company is a majority-owned or solely owned by the state. Two of the stations, NTV and TNT, 

are owned by Gazprom Media Holdings, a subsidiary of Gazprom OAO Russiaôs natural gas 

monopoly and one of its largest companies. The firm is controlled by the Russian state and since 

1999 has been run by staunch Putin allies. Current CEO Alexei Miller is widely seen as a Putin 

loyalist having served as a deputy energy minister in the Putin government, while the previous 

CEO of the company was Dimitri Medvedev, who served as President of Russia for one term 

while Putin was Prime Minister. Given that Gazprom is obviously controlled from the Kremlin it 

is safe to assume that its media wing is also under state control.  

The final large holding company is STS Media Holdings which controls the large 

entertainment network STS as well as several sub-brands and second tier television channels. It 

is a NASDAQ listed company that has major shareholders from many parts of the world. Its 

primary ties to the state are through the National Media Group which owns a blocking portion, 

approximately twenty-five percent, of STSô shares. This investor is linked to Rossiya bank, and 

its owner Yuri Kovalchuk who was described by the U.S treasury department as ña close advisor 

to President Putinò and has been referred to as one of his ócashiers.ô42  

Channel One 

The most important television channel in the Russian Federation today is Perviy Kanal 

called Channel One in English.43 The name reflects the fact that the channel occupies the first 
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position on Russian television tuners. The channel emerged from the Ostankino channels of the 

Soviet Union, and initially, there were efforts made to transform it from a state-run broadcaster 

into a public service broadcaster. Today Channel One is a closed joint stock company. The 

Russian state owns the controlling fifty-one percent share of the network distributed among three 

government agencies. Two groups own the remaining forty-nine percent.44 The first of these 

groups is the aforementioned Kremlin-aligned National Media Group which owns twenty-five 

percent and ORT-KB, a company owned by Putin loyalist Roman Abramovich, which owns 

twenty-four percent of the network. The ownership structure is held by a member of Putinôs 

governing elites.  

The station is managed by Konstantin Ernst a close Putin ally who serves as the 

companyôs general producer. The role of the general producer on Russian networks is akin to a 

vice-president in charge of programming. Ernst has held this post since 1995. As Simon Tucker, 

who owns a large production company in Russia suggested ñChannel One is all about Ernstò45 by 

which he meant that he makes all the decisions and benefits most from the success of the 

channel. The network, however, has a relatively diverse lineup of programming. While the news 

and current events portion of their schedule are by far the most important, they also maintain a  

number of other genres discussed in chapter seven. 

The reason that the Russian state continues to own Channel One is fairly evident. At the 

end of the 1990s, the channel was one of the few that broadcast in every time zone in Russia 

reaching ninety-eight percent of the population. If Russian speakers living outside the country 

were counted, the station reached approximately two-hundred and ten million people. The most 
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important program on Channel One is its nightly news program Vremya. Owing in large part to 

the long legacy that the channel has, its evening news bulletin remains the most popular source 

of information for a large part of the Russian population. Approximately forty percent of the 

channelôs airtime is filled with entertainment programming mostly in the form of television 

series and films.46 Some of its biggest hits in recent years have been programs like Ottepel or The 

Thaw a drama set in the Khrushchev era, the Moscow Saga a period drama set from the 1920s to 

the 1950s, The Agents of National Security, The Dragon Sindrom both of which are police 

procedurals and Children of the Arbat an adaptation of a Soviet literary classic. The stationôs 

programs tilt heavily towards melodramas and comedy programs are fairly rare. The government 

doubtlessly sees Channel One as the most important property in its media arsenal since it 

allowed the station to broadcast the 2014 Winter Olympics in the Black Sea city of Sochi. 

Perhaps even more telling is the fact that Konstantin Ernst was put in charge of organizing the 

opening and closing ceremonies of an event many felt represented a coming out party for the 

country onto the global stage. Given the level of control that the Putin regime seems to prefer, 

this fact alone suggests that Channel One and Ernst are key actors in the Russian media 

environment.  

Rossiya One 

Rossiya One is the crown jewel of the All State Television and Radio Company 

(VGTRK). The station occupies the second position on the television dial and in the Soviet 

period was known as Channel Two (Vtoroiy Kanal). The VGTRK group is actually very large 

and includes other stations like Kultura, Rossiya Two, 89 regional state-owned television 
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stations, RTR-Planeta a globe-spanning satellite service, a half dozen national radio networks 

and a handful of internet news portals.47 In the immediate post-Soviet period the station was 

given a new name, RTR. The station would ultimately retain this name through the 1990s until it 

was given another name, Rossiya One, in the mid-2000s. The channel reaches about ninety-nine 

percent of the Russian population and another fifty million people in the former Soviet 

territories.48 Unlike Channel One, Rossiya is completely state-owned and operated.  

 Its close relationship with the state has not always necessarily led to good governance. 

The authors of the 2006 report on the Russian television industry noted that ñin its 15 years of 

existence, the channel has been reorganized frequently.ò49 According to the authors through the 

1990s the station was plagued with difficulties in its relationships with its regional partners. In 

the Yeltsin-era there was a feeling, partially promoted by Yeltsin, that the Russian regions should 

take as much independence as they could for themselves.50 As a result, many of the re-

broadcasters for Rossiya, who had connections to various regional governments had little 

incentive to transmit the programs that were mandated by their parent company in Moscow.  

 The end of the Yeltsin-era brought an end to any notion of broad autonomy for the 

regions. For Putin and his government centralization became the order of the day. Slowly, they 

started to bring state institutions back under the control of the central government. In February of 

2004, the Russian government decreed that the various State Television and Radio Companies 

(GTRKs) would be reorganized into a single monolithic national broadcast network. According 

to the authors of the 2006 report on the state of the industry ñBy the end of 2004, the scale of the 
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reorganization became obviousé local news programs were organized on network principles, 

and local companies turned into óretransmittersô of the Moscow-produced contentò adding that 

ñVGTRK had decided to cut all types of [local] broadcasting in the regions except news.ò51 

 Much like their cousins at Channel One, the most important programming at Rossiya is 

its news and current affairs, which remains at all times firmly pro-Kremlin and pro-Putin. 52 The 

nightly newscast on Rossiya is called Vesti. Behind Channel Oneôs Vremya it is the second most 

watched newscast in Russia. This use of the station is not surprising given the stateôs ownership 

and the general view among Russians that it is legitimate for the government to use information 

media to disseminate their point of view.53 Rossiya has also become a major portal for fiction 

programming aimed at promoting national prestige. In the Putin era, the station has been 

especially active in producing two nationalistic genres: historical fiction and literary adaptations. 

The station has also been at the forefront of airing fiction based on significant events in Russian 

history or famous Russians, particularly miniseries focusing on the lives of Peter the Great and 

Catherine the Great respectively. They have also produced a number of war dramas including 

Shtrafbat (The Penal Battalion), Pepel and a feature film released in theaters, Stalingrad. They 

were also the producers of the pre-Olympics prestige film Legend Number Seventeen about 

Soviet ice hockey legend Valerii Kharlamovôs career. Along with a good selection of police 

procedurals, spy dramas, and unscripted studio shows, Rossiya competes with the other national 

networks. However, many of the people that I interviewed felt that the network was somewhat 

old-fashioned and that it mostly attracted an older audience steeped in the norms of Soviet 
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television. This impression is supported by the fact that, with a few exceptions, Rossiya tends to 

make short running mini-series rather than long-running dramas or comedies. When it has made 

longer running series, like the Kamenskaya police procedurals, the release of the seasons has 

tended to be somewhat uneven in its spacing. Simply put, the network does not operate based on 

a season that runs fall through spring with re-runs in the summer. Instead, it tends to release its 

mini-series in a sporadic manner throughout the year. 

The leadership group at Rossiya is somewhat murkier than that at Channel One. While 

Rossiya has had the same general director since 2002, Anton Zlatapolski, it has had four 

different general producers. Tucker, who owns a Russian production company, suggested to me 

that unlike stations like Channel One and STS where the general director or general producer 

(Ernst at Channel One and Vyacheslav Murugov at STS) is the most powerful figure, Rossiya 

lacks this level of cohesion.54 Rossiyaôs structure may be the result of its management team or of 

the fact that, as Koltsova observed, Rossiyaôs offices housed eleven outside firms without 

charging rent and access to its studio space and airwaves, was used as a sort of quid pro quo for 

some state allies. 55 Consequently, decisions about specific programming might not be made 

directly by management, but instead for political reasons.  

Unlike Channel One, Rossiya seems to use a relatively large number of production 

companies. As of October of 2014, the network was in active partnerships with nine production 

companies.56 Most of these companies were relatively small producers, which, in a sense is 

surprising given the size of Rossiyaôs platform. The largest of their partners MB-Group produced 

approximately five hundred and twelve hours of programming in 2014. That production, 
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however, was divided between STS and Rossiya. None of the stationôs other partners produced 

more than two hundred and fifty hours of programming in 2014, and of the remaining eight, only 

Studio Garmonia was exclusive to Rossiya. The station does seek to make some profit from its 

programming and as such has pursued partnerships with ñhotò studios like Yellow, Black, and 

White. However, the overwhelming sense is that profits and overall viewership are secondary to 

spreading the official state message and serving as a form of patronage for allies of the ruling 

elite.57 

NTV 

The third of the ñbig threeò national broadcasters in Russia is NTV.  It is the largest and 

most influential property in the Gazprom-media Holdings group of companies and one of two 

national networks owned by the conglomerate. NTV began as a minor station renting airtime on 

Petersburg Channel Five which at the time was broadcasting nationally.58 The larger channel 

based in Russiaôs second city had been broadcasting low rating educational programming. As a 

result, the programs produced by NTV quickly became more popular than those of the network 

from which it was renting space.59 As described above, NTV was granted the use of the 

frequency occupied by Channel Five in a decree from President Yeltsin. With the use of this 

frequency, the station quickly started to challenge its two state-owned rivals in popularity. In the 

Putin era, NTV was brought under the control of Gazprom because the second Russian president 

was unwilling to have oligarchs use their media holding to further their interests as had been the 

case under Yeltsin.60 
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Today NTV remains the third largest channel in Russia, but its programming has changed 

significantly. Its nightly news program Sevodnya (Today) lags behind both Vremya and Vesti, 

and its brand of journalism has shifted away from the hard-hitting war reporting of its early days 

to a tabloid style of news.61 The entertainment programming on the network has tended toward 

gritty police and security service dramas. Programs like Mentovskaya Voina (Policemenôs War) 

whose eight seasons are rerun constantly, Inspektor Kuper (Inspector Cooper) and Moskva: Tri 

Vokzal (Moscow: Three Stations), all police procedural, are the highest ranked on the network. 

Overall, NTV has a reputation for producing ñgrittierò content than most of its rivals.  

The station is in active partnerships with eight small to mid-sized production companies. 

Thus, NTV is well diversified with regards to its partnerships. The key figure at NTV today 

seems to be Vladimir Kulistikov, a veteran of VGTRK, who has been the stationôs general 

director since he was installed after former owner Vladimir Gusinskyôs ouster in 2003. Through 

his tenure, there was no general producer at NTV, a situation that is uncommon when compared 

to other television networks in Russia. Kulistikov was banned from Ukraine by that countryôs 

government following NTVôs positive coverage of the annexation of Crimea in March of 2014.62 

These sanctions also included figures like Konstantin Ernst and can be read as a sign that 

Kulistikov is an important ally of the Putin government.  

TNT 

 TNT is Gazprom-media Holdingsô other major television channel. The station broadcasts 

no current affairs programming, choosing instead to air light entertainment. TNTôs programming 

is aimed at young men between the ages of 14-34, though it also attracts a significant female 
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audience. It was virtually unknown before the arrival of Roman Petrenko in 2002. He held the 

post of general producer until 2013. Petrenko helped to cement the station as one of the most 

important entertainment brands in the Former-Soviet Union. After he had taken control, TNT 

began to focus heavily on unscripted programs many of which were purchased as formats from 

western companies like Endemol. Part of the stationôs strategy was to bring several foreign 

consultants in-house, to help it develop these western genres.63 TNTôs biggest successes in the 

unscripted genres are the reality formats Dom-2 (The House 2), a Survivor and Big Brother-like 

show and Bitva Extrasensov (Psychic Challenge) based on the British Psychic Challenge. The 

station also airs several stand-up comedy shows which have proven to very successful such as 

Comedy Club, Comedy Women and Nasha Russia (Our Russia).  

Eventually, the station, whose ratings lagged those of rival STS acquired several scripted 

formats as well. These were primarily in the sitcom genre, the most popular of these programs 

being Schastliva Vmestye (Happy Together) based on the Married with Children format. TNT 

essentially followed the same strategy as STS by using a format from Sony Pictures Television 

to build their expertise in the genre and then branching out for themselves. Eventually, the 

network would develop its own original sitcoms that have become extremely popular. Programs 

produced by TNTôs in-house studios, Comedy Club Productions, and Good Story Media, have 

generated strong ratings. The programming on TNT is roughly evenly split between scripted and 

unscripted programs while also still including a few Hollywood films. Its entertainment products 

still do reasonably well, often rating in the top 20 programs in Russia and slightly better in 

Moscow, which has a younger population. In February of 2016, the station passed both NTV and 
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Rossiya in ratings and for the first time became the second largest broadcaster in Russia by 

audience share.64  

REN-TV 

 REN-TV (Henceforth REN) is the smallest of Russiaôs six national networks, able to 

reach only about sixty-two percent of Russians.65 It also has the smallest audience of the major 

networks. Early in its history, it was relatively independent, at one point offering a safe-haven for 

journalists that had been fired from or left NTV due to their anti-government positions, today 

REN has been brought back into the fold of pro-government news coverage. The mother-son pair 

that had run the station until 2005 Irena and Dimitri Lesnevskiye were pushed out, and several 

pro-Putin holding groups took over control of the station. This new ownership group brought in a 

new general director Aleksander Ordzhonikizde to replace Dimitry Lesnevskie. The new head of 

the station was a veteran of Gazprom Media Holdings.  

 The ownership of the station has changed hands since this initial transfer with National 

Media group, the company owned by Kremlin ally Yuri Kovalchuk, taking the largest share, 

about sixty-eight percent.66 Today, REN is safely in the Kremlin camp, or at least it could be 

neutralized at any moment. Their programming continues to include current events, as well as 

entertainment programs, though the ratings for those programs has steadily fallen and REN now 

has lower ratings than Petersburg Channel 5, which primarily airs old Soviet films and series.67 

STS 

                                                           
64 ñTNT Oboshel Po Vyruchke Rossiju 1 I NTV [TNTôs Ratings Pass Rossiya One and NTV],ò Broadcasting.ru, 

March 14, 2016, http://www.broadcasting.ru/newstext.php?news_id=109198. 
65 Kachkaeva, Kiriya, and Libergal, Television in the Russian Federation: Organizational Structure, Programme 

Production and Audience, 85. 
66 ñPresidentôs Mate Takes Over Ren TV,ò Kommersant, December 19, 2006, 

http://www.kommersant.com/p731400/r_500/Ren_TV_Abros_holders/. 
67 ñRussian Television Market Share,ò accessed June 18, 2015, http://www.tns-global.ru/services/media/media-

audience/tv/national-and-regional/audience/. 

 



 

78 
 

STS Media was founded in 1989, and the station began broadcasting in 1994. By 1996 it 

had expanded into a national broadcaster but began commissioning Russian language content 

only in 2003.68 The majority owner of STSô parent company was, until recently the Modern 

Times Group, a Stockholm-based media conglomerate, which helds approximately forty percent 

of the shares. As a result of a 2014 change in media ownership regulations, the company was 

forced to consider selling its shares to a Russian company.69 The other major stockholder is the 

aforementioned National Media Group led by Yuri Kovalchukôs Rossiya bank. For most of its 

history, this stock composition left the company primarily under foreign control, making it 

unique among the countryôs six largest broadcasters. According to its current CEO, STSô 

programs compete primarily with those of Channel One and TNT.70  

Like TNT, STS is an entertainment network that offers no news and current events 

programming. They air a mix of original and adapted series, Hollywood films and Western series 

(mostly childrenôs series aired in the mornings). The networkôs parent company, CTC Media, 

today operates four Russian television channels nationally (STS, Domashnii, Che and STS 

Love). It also owns a multinational satellite station available in Germany, the Baltics, Belarus, 

Georgia, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan and North America, a channel in Moldova (under the 

brand STS Mega) and one in Kazakhstan (under the name Channel 31).  

Initially, most of the growth at STS came from its partnership with Sony Pictures 

Television which helped it produce the previously discussed series Bednaya Nastya (Poor 
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Anastasia). Other partnerships with Sony followed including adaptations of The Nanny, Whoôs 

The Boss, Yo Soy Betty La Fea (Ugly Betty), and Everybody Loves Raymond all of which were 

extremely popular and raised STSô ratings. Outside the Sony partnership STS also had major hits 

with Margosha an adaptation of a gender-swapping Columbian telenovela owned by Dori 

International, a few original series like the sitcom Papiny Dochki (Daddyôs Girls) and the drama 

Ranyetki. Unlike its competitors, Channel One and Rossiya, STS produced series in the western 

sense, with seasons defined as twenty to twenty-five episodes. Where it differs from an 

American network is that the episodes of a season are aired four days a week, Monday to 

Thursday, which means that a season of a program runs about four to five weeks. This pacing 

requires a frantic production schedule. In the mid-2000s both STS and their partners were 

producing as many as a hundred episodes of a series each year.71 

For a period around 2006, STS was challenging NTV for third place in the overall ratings 

in Russia. By the late 2000s, STS was, however, beginning to lose its place to TNT. The 

channelôs ongoing series were losing their appeal, and they had yet to find replacements for 

them. In addition, the costs of production were steadily rising. The 2014 confrontations between 

the West and Russia over Ukraine exacerbated the problems at STS. As a NASDAQ listed 

company, some of the funding for the creation and licensing of programming was drawn from 

investors. Russiaôs increasingly nationalistic media laws forced the largest investor, Swedenôs 

Modern Times Group, to consider selling some or all of their shares. As a result, STSô stock has 

fallen limiting its cash flow.72 At the beginning of the crisis, the companyôs stock was worth 

about $13.69 per share. A year later the companyôs shares are worth only $2.02. This drop in 
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share price and inability to raise funds has made it harder for the company to afford high-quality 

programming. These difficulties prompted STS to cut the number of domestic series it produced, 

particularly following the failure of some high budget projects like 2015s Londongrad and 

purchase more Hollywood films and series, which are ultimately cheaper.73  

STS has had two important and highly influential general producers Alexander 

Rodnyansky and Vyacheslav Murugov. Rodnyansky was the general director of the network 

from 2002 until 2008, its period of highest growth. He was the person who originally forged the 

partnership with Sony Pictures, and he is ultimately credited on all of STSô most popular 

programs during that period. When Rodnyansky left the company, its value had reportedly 

increased to nearly four billion U.S dollars making it the most valuable media holding company 

in Europe.74 Murugovôs time at the network was less successful than Rodanskyôs. The network 

still managed to generate several hit programs during his 2008 to 2014 tenure, but it is also in 

this period that the network held on to properties for too long allowing some of its rivals to 

surpass it. Programs like Daddyôs Girls and Ranetki ran well into the three hundred episodes, 

despite peaking in the ratings much earlier. The networkôs ratings recovered between 2012 and 

2014, with the hit shows Kukhnia (The Kitchen), Molodyozhka (Youth League) and the post-

apocalyptic drama Korable (The Ship). By 2015, however, the inability of the network to 

produce enough episodes of these programs to keep them airing regularly and the lackluster 

performance of some of their other programs, particularly unscripted reality shows meant that 

their overall ratings had dropped into sixth place nationally. Murugov left the company at the end 
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of 2014 to work for a conglomerate creating programs for all the networks owned by National 

Media Group.75  

The Kremlin Is Everywhere 

 What is clear from looking at the ownership structures of the six largest television 

networks in Russia is that the state through subtle manipulations of media law and strategic 

investment both by the state and its allies has made completely certain that television can never 

be used against them. They have direct or indirect ownership of large parts of the national 

television infrastructure. To summarize, Rossiya One is wholly owned by the Russian state, 

Channel Oneôs closed holding shares are fifty-one percent owned by the state with the remaining 

shares in the hands of groups allied to the state, the most prominent being the twenty-six percent 

of shares owned by National Media Group. The third and fourth largest networks, NTV and 

TNT, are owned by a subsidiary of the state-owned oil and gas giant Gazprom. REN and 

Petersburg Channel Five, the latter which was discussed only in passing, are also both majority 

owned by Yuri Kovalchukôs National Media Group. The only company remaining that is not 

majority controlled by the Russian state is STS, which, still has Swedenôs Modern Times Group 

holding about forty percent of the companyôs shares. Even in the case of this entertainment only 

network, allies of the Russian state, once again in the form of National Media Group, own about 

a quarter of the shares, giving them a blocking vote on the companyôs board of governors.  

 Every station in Russian is under some measure of control. Even the two entertainment-

only networks, which at no time in their history ever showed any inclination to turn themselves 

toward political programming are under some limited measure of control. The fact that the state 
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allows the seven to operate normally most of the time suggests that it only wants to intervene if 

and when there is a particular problem. Marc Lorber, an international format consultant who 

worked almost a decade in Russia, essentially confirmed this fact when he stated in an interview 

that ñif youôre sitting in a cabin without much sun and not a lot of heat outside for six months of 

the year, televisionôs a great way to be entertainedé [as a result] I donôt think thereôs a single 

channel thatôs under the radar, though. Not at all. From low to high.ò76 The Kremlin, therefore, 

maintains as much control as it can, because television is so potentially disruptive. 

 The use of state allies to control the Russian media, while ultimately allowing it to be 

capitalist and seek a profit, is an essential aspect of authoritarian capitalism in its Russian 

incarnation. It essentially amounts to a system of control through cronyism. Trusted allies of the 

regime are given profitable or even critical companies, in exchange for always using their 

influence to advance the goals of the Putin-led Russian government. When the governmentôs 

needs change, these elites use their influential media holdings to help sway public opinion in a 

direction that serves the state. Like other authoritarian countries, the media is used to tell stories 

to the population that serve the needs of a particular moment, help to promote a value the state is 

lacking or assuage a particular concern. Ying Zhu has noted this same trend in Chinese television 

in the 1990s and 2000s, suggesting that it is a key feature of states that both lack political 

freedom and where the state is heavily involved in the economy.77 

The Production Companies: Their Cakes Are Exceptionally Dry 

 The system of production companies that exists in Russia is managed by a series of 

personal connections. Even globally networks and individual show-runners are likely to prefer 
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working with people and companies that they ultimately trust. In Russia however, there seems to 

be an additional level of nepotism and/or cronyism. Probably the best example of this 

phenomenon can be found in Channel Oneôs largest production company Kracniy Kvadrant (Red 

Square). Konstantin Ernst who heads Channel One was, until recently, married to Red Squareôs 

owner Larissa Sinelshchikova.  As a result, Ernst benefited directly from the amount of business 

that Channel One sent to Red Square, which produced one-thousand-five-hundred and sixty 

hours of content in 2014, by far the most of any production company in Russia.78All of that 

content aired on Channel One. 

 This close connection between general producers and production companies and the 

series of kickbacks that often seemed to occur was something that many of the people that I 

spoke with observed. As Tucker, who owns the fifth largest production company in Russia, 

noted: 

I think a peculiarity with the Russian market is that a lot of general producers within 

channels will not just have their own favorite production companies, but they might even 

have a vested interest in that production company. Therefore, itôs an even harder nut to 

crack because when weôre pushing ourselves forward as a new production company, 

weôre actually also saying to that general producer well yeah, youôre not going to make 

so much money out of this production because youôre not going to give it to one of your 

own, because we want to take it.ò79 

There appears to be very little accountability on commissioning decisions other than the general 

director or producer. Dan Berbridge a British producer who worked at TNT told me that 
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ñbasically, all the commissioning decisions were made by two people, and that was the CEO and 

the director of programsé, and all key commissioning decisions have to go through those two 

people.ò80 He also observed that ñthat's a cultural thing. Thatôs the same thing in every Russian 

company that I dealt withé there's a great tier of vertical power structure [sic], and if you put 

people in similar levels with the same job titles, as you would have them say in English stations, 

they fight.ò81 As a result, he noted that Russian companies always had highly centralized 

decision making. 

One of the more interesting comments I heard during my interviews of people who had 

worked in the Russian television industry concerned the fact that theft in the Russian television 

industry was endemic. Mike Montgomery, who worked as a consultant at TNT told me: 

Production Companies would get paid enormous sums of money, and I think it would be 

fair to say they would sometimes spend maybe thirty to forty percent of the budget on the 

show, the rest would go in their pocket. Almost nothing would end up on the screen, but 

because there was no competition, there was no comeback [sic]. Some of that money 

would then go back to the executives at the network, and then mutually they would agree 

that even though the show that they ended up producing was total garbage, there would 

be no consequences and no accountability for that because they had a nice little system 

going.  There was none of the free market competition production companies experience 

in the UK or the US. 82 
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Another western format consultant echoed a similar sentiment: ñ[My boss] would periodically 

come through Moscow, and Iôd be like óyou know, they're stealing from you guys,ô and I think 

he thought I was joking at first. I mean, when you stay in Russia long enough, you realize 

somebody's stealing part of everything.ò83 To drive home the degree of theft that takes place, he 

told me ñI mean, their cakes, for example. They're very dry, and I kept complaining about it, and 

finally [my translator] says to me, óthey're dry because the people who are making it steal the 

flour and the butter and take it home.ô If that's what's happening on a small level like that, it's 

happening here.ò84 He also told me that ñIf you're looking at a hundred thousand dollars per 

episode on the show, by the time it gets to the stage it's probably seventy because people are 

stealing.85 

 One of the solutions to the problems of theft by outside companies in the early 2000s was 

to bring production in-house. Because they both lacked direct state funding and were expected to 

be profitable on their own, both STS and TNT were more conscious of the theft that was taking 

place in the early 2000s. A format consultant with TNT told me that one of the goals of the 

former TNT director Roman Petrenko, during the mid-2000s during the initial phases of the 

television production boom was to, as he put it, ñwhiten the business.ò86 As he described it, the 

station was spending large sums of money particularly to produce formatted programs, often 

with very poor results. The production teams would not complete the shoots for the program and 

send footage back to TNT for editing that was, according to him, virtually useless. Berbridge, 

another TNT consultant, told me that despite his best efforts to give specific instructions to the 

production companies, TNT still had to fire several production companies because they would 
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deliver material that was incomplete. He eventually decided to take staff from the network, train 

them and put them in a senior position in the daily operations of the programs he was producing, 

in order for them to generate something he considered usable.87  

 Eventually, both TNT and STS seem to have come to the conclusion that to protect 

themselves from the possibility of outside theft they had to bring as much of the production as 

possible in-house. STS essentially started this trend in 2006 when it produced the series 6 

Kadrov (6 Frames). For the next six years, the network kept most of its biggest hit programs 

solely in the hands of their studio Kostafilm. They produced all of STSô high rating series from 

the late 2000s including Daddyôs Girl, Ranetki, and Margosha. Since the studio was in-house, 

financial transactions could presumably be more directly monitored, and the quality of the 

programs could be the focus. TNT took a similar path. In 2010 under the leadership of Roman 

Petrenko they founded Comedy Club Productions which produced both their unscripted stand-up 

comedy programming and their scripted sitcoms. In 2013 TNT announced that it would buy a 

controlling interest in a second studio, Good Story Media, which produced all of the hit sitcoms 

on TNT that were not already being produced in-house.88 By the end of 2014, TNT was 

essentially producing all of its content in these two studios. Presumably owning all the studios 

that produce their content gives them better oversight of their financial outlays.  

 By 2011 STS abandon this model because their series failed to draw in audiences. Its two 

in-house studios were merged into one and underwent a long reorganization, producing nothing 

until 2013. The new company renamed Story First Productions was shuttered shortly after the 
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arrival of new STS Media CEO Yuliana Slasheva in 2014. Slasheva noted that the primary cause 

of the closure was disorganization and waste within the reformed company, which might very 

well mean theft.89 All of STSô production are now external, but most of its hit programs now 

come from Yellow, Black, and White, a studio closely affiliated with former general producer 

Vyacheslav Murugov. 

But Itôs Different In Russia  

Another interesting cultural aspect of the Russian production market was the observation 

that I often heard of a type of nationalism that pervaded the production culture of the entire 

country. Several of my interviewees felt that Russians had a reflexive resistance to Western 

ideas. Berbridge, who worked as a consultant at TNT told me ñI would describe it as a burning, 

seething, ferocious sense of national pride, which when faced with any production problem in 

which there's a foreigner telling you what you should be doing differentlyé your response is, 

óWell, you donôt understand Russians because weôre unique, and weôre different.ôò90 Mike 

Montgomery who also worked at TNT echoed much the same sentiments. He told me ñThe 

reason it's challenging is because Russians, culturally, have a very fundamental opinion that the 

Russian soul is uniqueé What that creates among young Russians é or Russians of any age é 

is that international rules do not apply to [them].ò91 In what was perhaps the funniest comment 

that I heard in any of my interviews, Montgomery added that ñI had to ban the words, in my 

production company and at TNTé, óbut Mike, it's different in Russia.ô because if I didn't ban 

those words, nothing would ever have [gotten] done.ò92 This resistance is especially notable 

since Western genres continue to achieve a great success and clearly, following western models 
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has led to an increase in production quality. The resistance to Western ideas is so deep in the 

Russian psyche that even these successes were insufficient to convince Russian producers that 

they should drop their resistance to Western ways of making television. 

Self-censorship Or The Fine Russian Art Of Keeping Your Head Down. 

  Almost all the interviewees that I spoke with commented that there is an uneasy 

relationship between the television networks and the state. They typically highlighted the 

takeovers of both NTV and REN as examples of what could happen to uncooperative producers. 

As Montgomery explained, ñI think every TV network in Russia is absolutely under 

controlésince NTV got bought up, there's no such thing as freedom on any of the networks in 

RussiaéNo doubt, we had to be incredibly careful about the balance that we struck.ò93 So there 

was always the explicit threat from the state that networks could merely be taken away from the 

current owners and given to a Kremlin-friendly agent. 

 The actual way that the state manages the network is two-pronged. They control the 

network by exerting pressure on the head of the networks and partially through a system of self-

censorship. As Russian production company owner Simon Tucker told me: 

various mandates come down like óokay, we donôt want to see anyone smoking on 

television, we donôt want to have any swearing on television, weôre not going to have any 

sex, even after midnight,' so those things come down. But I think at a broad level, the 

channels are told ólook; we want slightly more patriotic programming, or weôre not going 

to have these types of shows anymoreô and then that filters down to the general 

producer.ò94  
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Thus, the state can pressure the networks through owners and general producers, many of whom 

are Kremlin loyalists.  

 Fear of some reprisal was something that many of the people I spoke to mentioned. As 

Berbridge told me ñeveryone understands what [should be on television], and it doesnôt need to 

be regularly reinforced.ò95 He added that ñit should constantly be in support of Vladimir Putin. It 

should always be in favor of Russia, and it should be at the expense of NATO and the EU.ò96 

Others I interviewed essentially confirmed this view. A Russian creative director at a studio 

affiliated with STS told me that executives at Russian networks ñfeel very well the [political] 

trend, and as good executives, they go along with what they feel is the best thing to do now [sic]ò 

adding that ñI think people who are in top positions are used [to it], and they keep their position 

by understanding what the trend is and what the mood is, what the atmosphere is and what 

should be done [sic].ò97 There was a very strong sense among those that I spoke with that 

everybody knew what the rules were and followed them because they understood that this was 

the best way to avoid problems.  

 The rules, for the most part, seemed like they were relatively simple. As an international 

format consultant who worked with both STS and TNT suggested that religion and politics were 

strong taboos, as was anything that had to do with homosexuality. As he said ñThey already 

knew [that these things should be avoided]. Even if they didn't know, they wouldn't go near it out 

of instinct. We did pitch one joke in a roomé it was at Putin's expense, and the one guy said, 

óYou can make that joke once.ôò adding that ñthe show runners and the people doing the show, 
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we'll self-censor. There's no office at the network [or] at the production company who were 

looking at scripté but simply, you have to be an idiot to take that chance, because, you know, 

they'll just take your show away.ò98 As a Russian producer affiliated with an influential studio 

told me, he had never known anyone who lost their company because they had made the wrong 

kind of programming. However, he admitted fear motivated compliance with unspoken rules 

across the industry. ñI donôt want that to happen,ò he said, and as a result he and the company 

that he ran never even considered producing anything even vaguely political.99 When asked if 

Russian producers self-censor he responded very succinctly ñI would say yes,ò before moving 

the conversation to a different subject. 

 Even if studios were willing to produce something that was on a taboo subject, there is 

virtually no chance that it would make it to the screen. Montgomery told an anecdote that 

highlighted the dangers of wandering into the realm of satire:  

I have two friends who are Russian animatorsé they made an animated political satire 

show for Channel One. You can imagine how dangerous this was. Ernst got approval for 

it, of course.  But they were making this political satire show that included a 3D image of 

Putin that they were having to script week in and week outé They would have to deliver 

their tape to the Kremlin every week, and it would get taken inside, then they would 

come back down, and the official would be like, óYouôre okay, that's fine.ô  Everything 

got signed off.  You can understand that when it comes to political satire, it's going to be 

watched by the Kremlin.100 
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Even with the consent of a figure as connected and powerful as Konstantin Ernst, the Kremlin 

demanded direct approval for anything that was at all satirical. The Russian state apparently 

takes no chances on political programming, even when the sources is unapologetically pro-

Kremlin. On the whole, however, Russian producers have learned simply not to bother with 

politics. 

Conclusion 

 The Russian state is, and will likely remain, in a dominant position with regards the 

production of television fiction and non-fiction in Russia. There is no venue outside of a few 

cable and internet stations that are outside of the Kremlinôs direct or indirect control. The 

vagueness of the law and the overwhelming power of the state to apply it, along with an army of 

wealthy, powerful oligarchs ready to purchase an errant media property makes any active 

resistance extremely difficult. Russian producers have deeply internalized the idea that they 

should not, under any circumstances, risk alienating the government. The Kremlin, the police, 

and the oligarchs do not even need to apply pressure on television producers in Russia to keep 

them from making a joke at Putinôs expense. Understanding that they could lose everything, they 

simply make sure that what they are making is light-hearted, apolitical entertainment. 

 The following chapter will look at the only fully state-owned and controlled channel in 

Russia, Rossiya One. This chapter speaks primarily to the conditions that arise from Russiaôs 

system of authoritarian capitalism. As I will discuss, Putin led governmentôs control of the 

station has strongly shaped the kind of content that it has produced. The need to serve the 

interests of the state has made the station a bastion for drama programming that at its core is 

rooted in post-Soviet Russian nationalism and often refigures the past to serve the current 

Russian administration's ideological imperatives.  
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Chapter 3 Rossiya One: Putinôs Lumbering Giant 

As discussed in the last chapter, television channels in Russia essentially exist on a 

spectrum between authoritarianism and capitalism. Rossiya One is at the most authoritarian end 

of this continuum. In almost every way its fictional programming serves official state interests 

while, along with Channel One and NTV, the station broadcasts the official state versions of 

news and current events to the Russian-speaking population at home and abroad. In a subtle 

sense, the network is also responsible for disseminating an official version of collective memory 

and identity. The genres that tend to dominate Rossiya One are historical costume dramas, war 

dramas, literary adaptations and police and security procedurals. I have already discussed the 

general tenor of police and security dramas like Streets of Broken Lights and Kamenskaya in 

chapter two. While the genre is evolving on Rossiya One, shedding some of the confusing 

narrative structures that dominated early post-Soviet examples, the overall purpose of such 

programs remains relatively unchanged. As a result, instead of revisiting the police genre, this 

chapter focuses on the more historical genres that offer an officially sanctioned version of 

Russian identity. Much of the fiction on the state-owned giantôs airwaves are not merely meant 

to entertain; they also help Russians create a new imagined community from the detritus of the 

Romanov and Soviet Empires. This task, to a large extent, involves reconfiguring the past and 

appropriating elements of Russian history to make them usable in the Putin-era. Notably, a desire 

emphasize the Orthodox roots of Russian culture links many of these series thematically. Images 

taken from several of the series are used to illustrate the importance of Russian Orthodoxy to 

these series. 

One of the most important themes put forward by Rossiya One is the idea of Russia as a 

great nation, particularly as it relates to the cultural sphere. An emphasis on Russian culture and 
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its importance have been a key tenet of the Russian stateôs ideological project under its current 

president. For example, one year after he became President, Vladimir Putin, stated that ñRussiaôs 

unity is strengthened by its inherent patriotism, its cultural traditions, and shared historical 

memory. Today an interest in Russiaôs history is returning to art, theater, and cinema. This is an 

interest in our roots, in what we all hold dear. I am convinced that this is the start of a spiritual 

renaissance.ò1 When Putin moved into the Kremlin in 1999, there was a very real sense that 

perhaps Russiaôs importance, culturally, militarily and politically had peaked in the Soviet 

period. Not only had the promise of democracy, that felt so vital in the days of perestroika and 

glasnost, failed in Russia, but its economic and cultural reach were a pale reflection of their 

former glory. The countryôs attempts to reform the economy along market principles had 

ultimately ended in the rigged auctioning of important sectors of the Russian economy to allies 

of Boris Yeltsin in the early 1990s. The economic collapse of 1998-1999, left as much as thirty 

percent of the Russian population in poverty.2 Its cultural industries, while never able to rival 

Hollywood in the Soviet period, had essentially shut down. The post-Soviet periodôs first decade 

had not produced any novelists with the impact of Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Chekhov, Solzhenitsyn, 

Pasternak or Bulgakov. Its film industry, once the home of master craftsmen like Eisenstein and 

Tarkovsky, was now producing only occasional arthouse films, which struggled to find funding 

and audiences both at home and abroad.  

It is, therefore, not surprising that when Putin came to power one of the projects that his 

government would undertake was to restore Russiaôs sense of itself. In fact, since that point, 

there has been a concerted effort by the Russian state to use its dominance in the Russian cultural 
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sphere and its newfound oil and gas wealth to fund numerous important cultural undertakings. 

This project has largely been carried out on television since it is by far the medium with the 

greatest reach in todayôs Russia. The Russian governmentôs funding and control of the television 

industry amounts to an explicit policy aimed not at defending cultural industries, but instead at 

rebuilding a sense of national security and purpose. The principle beneficiary of this cultural 

project has been Rossiya One, which has received a large share of the commissions for such 

projects.   

The mechanisms for the Russian governmentôs project to rebuild ontological security are 

best described using Michel Foucaultôs concepts of ñtechnologies of the selfò and 

ñgovernmentality.ò Giang Nguyen-Thu, in his work on post-socialist television, synthesizes 

these two ideas in a way that explains a great deal about how the Putin government has used its 

influence on the media in the past decade and a half. He theorizes that governments often put 

forward a specific vision of the past on television to build support for their policies by reshaping 

memory. Foucault, according to Nguyen-Thu, theorized that ñmemory is an important 

ótechnology of the self,ô allowing people to understand themselves as meaningful individuals 

through the act of remembering or through the affect of being nostalgic,ò adding that ñmemory 

can also regulate the relations between individuals and those around them.ò3 The importance of 

memory for Nguyen-Thu arrives when it combines it with Foucaultôs notion of governmentality. 

He suggests that ñFoucault asserts that memory becomes an important site of struggle when it is 

taken up by large-scale institutions of power.ò4 Foucault states that ñif one controls peopleôs 

                                                           
3 Giang Nguyen-Thu, ñNostalgia for the New Oldness: Vietnamese Television Dramas and National Belonging,ò 

Media International Australia Incorporating Culture and Policy, 2014, 65. 
4 Ibid. 
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memory, one controls their dynamism. And one also controls their experience, their knowledge 

of previous strugglesé people are shown not what they were, but what they must remember 

having been.ò5 Nguyen adds that ñgovernmentality according to Foucault, is actualised at the 

contact between ótechnology of selfô and ótechnology of dominationôé when memory as the 

former is implicated into a large scale institution of powerðin this case popular television 

dramaðmemory turns into a working site of governmentality.ò6 Governmentality at its core is 

the use of particular strategies to govern people to achieve ends deemed helpful to society as a 

whole. In the Russian case, it is the Putin led state not society that ultimately benefits rather than 

individuals. Therefore, it is a different, state led form of governmentality whose purpose is to 

further the goals of the state which are seen as being for the benefit of society as well. Texts on 

television that seek to shape memory, and thus a perception of the present, and come from a state 

institution like Rossiya One are clearly forms of governmentality. These texts are used to 

mobilize the population of Russia and Russians that live in the former Soviet Republics into 

viewing their history in a particular nationalistic way and, as a result, supporting the policies of 

the Putin government. Since Rossiya is a state institution, when one examines its programs, 

particularly those that deal with the Russian past in some substantive way, one is essentially 

looking at the collision between a ñtechnology of the selfò and a large-scale government 

institution whose aim is to influence people.  

Laura Basu uses the term memory dispositifs to describe the way that texts that seek to 

shape cultural memory are ultimately more than simple texts.  She prefers the term dispositif to 

the common translation of Foucaultôs idea as ñapparatusò because she argues that this English 

                                                           
5 Michel Foucault, Foucault Live: (Interviews, 1961-1984) (New York: Semiotext(e), 1996), 92. 
6 Nguyen-Thu, ñNostalgia for the New Oldness,ò 66. 
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word implies too much mechanical fixity while Foucaultôs original intention was to suggest a 

certain fluidity over time. The relation between the elements of a dispositif in this reading are 

fluid not fixed. Cultural memory, according to Basu, connects the present moment to numerous 

other moments in history to help subjects generate concrete identities. She makes another 

important argument suggesting that ña single representation in itself can exemplify a mode of 

remembering; however, no text, genre or technology works alone to form a cultural memory.ò7 

She adds that ñmost cultural memories are made up of many different representations in a variety 

of genres and mediaé it is not only a collection of representations that makes a memory but 

their constellation: their positioning in relation to each other.ò8 Therefore, no individual text 

ultimately shapes the whole of collective memory; they are merely part of a shifting whole that 

together ultimately form the collective memory of a group or nation. I argue, therefore that 

television series can be these kinds of dispositifs or apparatuses of memory since they can create 

a particular vision of past events. Especially in aggregate, several television texts can seek to 

reshape memories of the past for a large group of people. It then behooves anyone looking at 

media in the Russian Federation today to examine the texts that are being created that deal with 

particular aspects of memory and thus create a vision of Russian history.  

Literary Adaptation: Bringing Russiaôs Pride and Joy Back into the Mainstream 

 Russia has a long literary history that Russians are rightly proud of, but one of the facts of 

post-Soviet life has been the overall decline of reading rates in Russia.9 It should then not be 

surprising that one of the major trends in Putinôs Russia has been an emphasis on bringing 

                                                           
7 Laura Basu, ñMemory Dispositifs and National Identities: The Case of Ned Kelly,ò Memory Studies 4, no. 1 

(January 1, 2011): 33ï41. 
8 Ibid. 
9 MacFadyen, Russian Television Today, 40. 
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Russian literary classics to the screen. Of the Russian networks, Rossiya One has aired the 

greatest number of adaptations as well as the most successful ones. Three of their adaptations are 

particularly noteworthy: the 2003 television adaptation of Fyodor Dostoyevskyôs The Idiot, the 

2005 television adaptation of Mikhail Bulgakovôs The Master and Margarita, and the 2009 

television movie adaptation of Nikolai Gogolôs Taras Bulba. The two television series have been 

particularly influential because of their source material, but also because they were the two most 

highly rated series of their respective years.10 Both were also nominated for and won numerous 

Russian TEFI Awards, which are roughly equivalent to the American Emmy Awards. The 

Ministry of Culture of the Russian Federation funded the two series, and thus they fit into the 

two-fold category of being entangled in two large-scale institutions, making them tools of 

governmentality.  

 While all of the films and series below have to do with the Russian past, either in the 

form of literature or the actual historical representations, their real importance is as 

representations of present needs. As James Chapman notes: 

it is a truth universally acknowledged ï among historians at least ï that a historical 

feature film will often have as much to say about the present in which it was made as 

about the past in which it was seté In totalitarian regimes such as Nazi Germany and the 

Soviet Union, propaganda films used historical stories to make explicit parallels with the 

present: Jew Süss and Alexander Nevsky, for example, were consciously allegorical films 

whose meanings were apparent to audiences at the time.11 

                                                           
10 Kachkaeva, Kiriya, and Libergal, Television in the Russian Federation: Organizational Structure, Programme 

Production and Audience, 90. 
11 James Chapman, Past and Present: National Identity and the British Historical Film (London: I.B.Tauris, 2005),  
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This statement essentially corresponds with television series made in authoritarian capitalist 

regimes. These regimes need to legitimate themselves in ways that are often not the case liberal 

democratic states. When one party, or group rules, seemingly in perpetuity as in China or Russia, 

as Zhu notes, officially sanctioned representations of the past become important points of 

justification.12 

 The literary adaptations that were produced by Rossiya One in the early 2000s are 

national television events similar to those describe by David Morley when he examined the 

formation of British national identity through the BBC. The Russian series are clearly important 

since each of them attracted nearly a third of Russian viewers, making them as significant to 

national consciousness as any major sporting or political event. He suggests that through mass 

television events ñpublic values penetrate the private world of the residence, with the world of 

the house being integrated into the metaphor of public life.ò13 In Morley`s estimation, this type 

of broadcast connects the center of the nation with the margins and allows for the transmission of 

identity. He adds that: 

through the accident of birth within a particular set of geographical and political 

boundaries, the individual is transformed into the subject of a collectively held history 

and learns to value a particular set of symbols as intrinsic to the nation and its terrain. In 

this process, the nation's "traditional icons, its metaphors, its heroes, its rituals, and 

narratives provide an alphabet for collective consciousness or national subjectivity; 

                                                           
12 Zhu, Television in Post-Reform China. 
13 Morley, Home Territories, 105. 

 



 

99 
 

through the National Symbolic the historical nation aspires to achieve the inevitability of 

the status of national law, a birthright14 

Essentially, it is this sense of a shared culture or a national birthright that the literary adaptations 

on Rossiya One are seeking to establish.  

 Both the adaptations of Bulgakov and Dostoevsky`s novels were directed by Vladimir 

Bortko, who is the most prominent director of literary adaptations in Russia. He helmed four of 

the most important adaptations: Heart of a Dog (1988), The Idiot (2003), The Master and 

Margarita (2005) and Taras Bulba (2009). Bortkoôs style of adaptations is one of extreme 

textual fidelity. His adaptations of The Idiot and Bulgakovôs novel reproduce them virtually 

scene by scene, with large portions of the original dialogue transcribed verbatim onto the screen. 

Bortkoôs version of The Idiot is clearly meant to represent the literary text to a new audience in 

the most faithful way possible so that it is Dostoevsky and not the directorôs vision that is at the 

forefront. The series reproduces the tale of Prince Mishkinôs ill-fated return to Saint Petersburg, 

and his attempts to navigate Russian high society in exacting detail with only minimal license 

taken to modernize the language. This approach makes sense in the context of the drive to 

strengthen the Russian sense of self. The creation of this series was primarily an act by a state-

owned television company to bring the literary canon to the screen to introduce a new generation 

to the classic works of Russian literature.  

Bortko would take the same approach two years later when he adapted one of the Soviet 

periodôs most acclaimed and beloved novels, Mikhail Bulgakovôs The Master and Margarita. 

The novel is set in 1930s Moscow at the height of Stalinôs purges and keenly depicts the living 

                                                           
14 Ibid., 107ï8. 
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conditions, shortages, terror and paranoia that existed during the period. The novel itself follows 

the arrival of a Satan-like figure named Woland to Moscow. He has come to judge the progress 

of the Soviet project of creating a new socialist man. The book has remained one of the most 

cherished works of Russian literature, which is why it was adapted. 15 The decision was made to 

adapt the series for broadcast on Rossiya One, and it aired in December of 2005. Along with its 

production partner, Central Partnership, the channel was able to assemble a one-hundred-and-

twenty-five-million ruble (five million US dollars) budget for the series, most of which came 

from the Russian Ministry of Culture.16 The seriesô style of adaptation is quite similar to 

Bortkoôs prior work with Dostoevskyôs novel, with most of the dialogue taken directly from the 

book and simply inserted into the series without very much adaptation. As a result, many scenes 

involve characters sitting around and having long discussions. Two scenes, in particular, are 

notable. The first occurs when the manager of a theater that has housed a performance by 

Woland, attempts to collect money that mysteriously disappeared after the performance. The 

scene is completely static, featuring the two characters sitting and talking. Its inclusion allows 

Woland to deliver one of the most famous lines from the novel. He denounces the Soviet 

doublespeak of referring to rotten food as ñsecond-degree freshnessò and excuse the countryôs 

failed economic system. The scene, while important to the novel does not fit into a televisual 

interpretation, since the discourse that leads to Wolandôs famous denunciation is quite static and 

does not advance the plot. Were it not for the desire to bring the entire novel onto television 

screens, thus passing one of Russian literatureôs most beloved novels onto a generation that does 

not read, one imagines the scene would have been cut as superfluous. 

                                                           
15 Derek J. Hunns, Bulgakovôs Apocalyptic Critique of Literature: An Eventful History (New York: Edwin Mellen 

Press, 1996), 1. 
16 MacFadyen, Russian Television Today, 42. 
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 There are in fact numerous times that these kinds of scenes appear in the series. Another 

iconic scene in the novel occurs when two of the devilôs minions, Behemoth, and Koroviev, 

invade the building that houses the Writerôs Union. This scene adds little to the series as a whole, 

instead of lingering on an exchange where one of the characters delivers a short but famous 

dialogue protesting state bureaucracy and its inability to judge whether he is a writer. He 

maintains that an author should be judged by their work, noting that examining Dostoevsky's 

work confirms that he is a writer. The official chastises the minion suggesting that he is not the 

great Russian writer because Dostoevsky is dead. Behemoth protests that ñDostoevsky is 

immortal,ò which, in the context of the novel, is quite funny. The scene runs almost six minutes 

on screen and is very static. The line delivered by Satanôs assistant, however, is part of the lore 

of the novel and as a result, the series goes to great pains to include it. There are at least three 

other examples where the director incorporates elements that are awkward on screen, including 

the delivery of the most famous line in the novel ñmanuscripts donôt burnò which became the 

tagline for the series.  

In 2009, following the success of the previous two adaptations, Rossiya One, again using 

a grant from the Russian Ministry of Culture, produced a television film version of Nikolai 

Gogolôs Taras Bulba with Bortko once again at the helm.17 The novel centers on a group of 

Ukrainian Cossacks, the titular Taras Bulba, and his two sons, and their struggle to drive the 

Poles out of Western Ukraine, where according to Gogolôs account they were committing 

atrocities against its Orthodox peoples.18 Bulba is, ultimately, a sacrificial figure: he is killed by 

the Catholic Poles and becomes a martyr for the combined Russian and Orthodox nation. 

                                                           
17 Catharine Theimer Nepomnyashchy, ñRe-Visioning the Past: Russian Literary Classics in Film,ò World Literature 

Today, no. 6 (2011): 56. 
18 Ibid. 
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Catharine Theimer Nepomnyashchy asserts that the film ñis ultimately a transparent reflection of 

the current geopolitical view of the Russian leadership which presents Russia as being constantly 

under threat from dangerous foreign enemies from the West.ò19 Taras Bulba, therefore draws 

from literature to shape Russian memory and Russian consciousness, presenting the world of the 

past and present as being in continuity since Russia is in danger from external enemies from the 

West at both moments. 

This anti-Western theme is most evident in the final act of the film, where Bulba, having 

been captured by the Catholic Poles, is being burned at the stake. Bulba defiantly pulls his hands 

away from the guard to make the sign of the cross while his guard ties him to a post. As he is 

burning, he mocks the Poles who have invaded ñsacred Orthodox Russiaò and instructs his 

comrades that they should escape so that they can see the invaders driven from Russian soil. The 

last scene in the film shows a large army of Cossacks, an ethnic group typically used by the 

Tsars to defend Russiaôs western borderlands, riding through an empty field. Voiceover informs 

the audience that what Bulba prophesied came true, that ña force of great strength did riseé with 

the great strength of Russia.ò As the Cossacks charge at an unseen enemy, they wave banners 

that feature prominent symbols of Orthodox Christianity and yell ñRus! Rus!ò a term that 
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denotes early forms of the Russian Empire (Figure 3.1). 

 

Figure 3.1. Cossack riders carrying Orthodox banners ride out to meet an unseen enemy 

Each of these adaptations is similar in the sense that it presents a prestigious piece of the 

Russian literary canon to a new audience that likely would not have encountered it otherwise. 

These adaptations also bring to the fore numerous texts through which the Russian literary 

tradition a can be made fresh in the minds of television audiences. The adaptation of the literary 

canon is, therefore, a way of rebuilding a sense of ontological security for Russian audiences by 

showing them the heritage of which they might otherwise be only distantly aware. These 

adaptations also represent the use of technologies of the self on a national scale, since the canon 

is so closely tied to the way that Russians ultimately understand their place in the world. The 

adaptations are an act of governmentality; the state is trying to direct the people toward a 

particular view of Russiaôs past. Bringing these texts to the fore only serves to restore a sense of 

Russian importance in the world; since Russia has such a vast literary heritage, it clearly must 

belong at the center of global culture. That programs like Taras Bulba can also be used to 

reinforce an anti-western nationalism and focuses on Eastern Orthodox Christianity as a central 
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feature of Russian identity is a secondary effect, albeit one that is doubtlessly important to the 

Kremlin. 

In fact, this emphasis on linking Orthodoxy and Russian nationalism pervades many of 

the series that Rossiya One produces. The two sections that follow each emphasize the way the 

station frames the Russian church as a key component of Russian identity. The desire to re-

establish the traditional religion of the Russian people as a part of their identity seems to be in 

line with one of the defining characteristic of television in authoritarian capitalist countries. The 

particular articulation depends on the history of the country in question, but with the two largest 

authoritarian capitalist states, Russia and China, the state seems to be determined to restore a past 

religious system as the core of a new identity. Neither system can claim a legitimacy based on an 

idea of a social contract, or any other philosophy to justify the deep control of the state over 

many aspects of life. Since communism as a political and economic philosophy is no longer a 

plausible alternative, they seem to want to bring forward older forms of identity to justify their 

systems as an alternative to liberal democratic principles.  

It is also extremely notable that television dramas have played a central role in both 

countries in promoting these older forms of identity. As Ying Zhu notes: 

The current Chinese government led by Hu Jintao has been calling for the building of a 

óharmonious societyô that will carry forward Chinese cultural traditions rooted in 

Confucianism. Chinese television has not missed the point. Television drama particularly 

the politically charged dynasty drama has been articulating an anti-corruption message, 
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exploring options for political modernization, and echoing the call for a Confucian 

revival.20  

He adds that the form these messages take has shifted over time, depending on the particular 

political needs of the party. For example, he points to the late 1990s and early 2000s as a period 

when television dramas ñplaying to popular disaffection with Chinaôs modern leaders, and 

despair about societyôs perceived loss of moral groundingé offer[ed] exemplary emperors of 

bygone dynasties.ò21 These portrayals filled a particular need and therefore, we can conclude that 

reaching back for older identities is in effect a way of, making the past serve some present need. 

Elites in both countries are currently using these non-western, non-global identities and 

portraying them on television as a way to provide a viable alternative to Western liberal 

democratic ideals.  

The War Film: Defeating the Nazis Over and Over Again 

 Much like in the Chinese case, Russiaôs past has been the focus of a good deal of identity 

discourse. It should come as no surprise that in seeking to shape the post-Soviet understanding of 

Russia, state television would turn to the Soviet triumph over Nazi Germany at the end of the 

Second World War. What Russians call the Great Patriotic War is still an important touchstone 

in Russian culture. As David Marples argues: 

For modern Russia, the Great Patriotic War stands out as the chief event of the past, 

partly because of the immense losses and sacrifices, but also as a defining moment for the 
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world as a whole facedðin this narrativeðwith a choice between the menace of Fascism 

and Russian-led resistance.22  

Marples adds that ñ[i]ncreased control over the mediaé [has] permitted the Putin presidency a 

virtual monopoly over the narratives about the war.ò23 One of the most significant instances of 

this control was the 2004 series Shtrafbat (Penal Battalion), directed by Nikolai Dostal. Penal 

Battalion appeared as part of the run-up to the sixtieth anniversary of the end of the war and, in 

fact, was one of the first series that examined it in the post-Soviet Era.24 Since it was on state-

owned Rossiya, the Kremlin clearly sanctioned the message of the series. 

 The series follows the exploits of one of the battalions in the Red Army, composed of a 

mix of prisoners both political and criminal.25 It focuses to a large extent on the exploits of the 

commander of the battalion, Vasilii Tverdokhlebov, an officer who was captured by the Nazis 

but escaped following a botched execution. Returning to the Red Army, he is arrested and treated 

as a traitor and a spy. Ultimately, he commands a penal battalion whose members are given a 

chance to fight as part of the Red Army in return for a pardon.26  

 What is striking about the series is that while it is about the Soviet victory over Nazi 

Germany, it separates the idea of the Soviet from a narrower vision of Russian patriotism and the 

nationalistic desire to protect the Orthodox Russian fatherland. The series is anti-Soviet and pro-

Russian, with battalion commander Tverdokhlebov standing in for Russia itself. The fact that he 

                                                           
22 David R. Marples, ñIntroduction: Historical Memory and the Great Patriotic War,ò Canadian Slavonic Papers 54, 

no. 3/4 (September 2012): 288. 
23 Ibid., 389. 
24 Birgit Beumers, ñThe Serialization of War,ò Kino Kultura April 2006, no. 12 (2006), 
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25 Alexander Prokhorov, ñThe Shtrafbat Archipeligo on Russiaôs Small Screen,ò Kino Kultura July 2006, no. 13 
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is mistreated by the Soviet secret police and forced to command a penal battalion despite his 

loyalty acts as a sort of echo of the suffering of Russians in the USSR.27 Nowhere is the 

connection of the battalion and its mission to save Russia, as opposed to the Soviet Union, 

clearer than in the final scene of the series, in which the battalion has engaged in a hopeless 

battle with the German army and has been all but exterminated. Only Tverdokhlebov and the 

Russian Orthodox priest, who was a fellow political prisoner, remain after they have successfully 

held off the German offensive. At that moment the priest looks up into the sky and sees, in the 

clouds, an image of the Russian Orthodox religious icon Our Lady of Kazan, commonly 

associated with Russian victories over foreign, and particularly non-Orthodox, invaders. This 

image accentuates the idea that the battalion has given its life, not for the atheistic Soviet Union, 

but instead for the Orthodox Christian fatherland (Figure 3.2). Tverdokhlebov and his cohorts 

frequently state that they are not fighting for the Soviet Union, but rather to protect Russia itself. 

It, therefore, becomes clear that what is at work in Penal Battalion is a straightforward 

appropriation of the Soviet mythos surrounding the defeat of the Germans that reworks the 

eventôs history from the defense of communism to one that is in service of present Russian 

nationalism.28 The series is one of the earliest state-approved, post-Soviet representations of the 

war. As such, it is important in the context of the rebuilding of Russian memories in a way that 

supports a new nationalism based not on the symbols of Soviet power or in any of the ideologies 
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of that period, but rather in a renewed pride in Russian accomplishments. 

 

Figure 3.2 The Icon of Our Lady of Kazan appears in the sky above the battlefield in Penal 

Battalion. 

 The importance of such a reimagining should not be understated. By moving this event 

out of the realm of Soviet communism and making it about the present, it profoundly alters the 

meaning of the events in question. It also seeks to create a continuity of identity through 

Orthodoxy that would extend from 988 A.D, when the Kievan Rus formally converted to 

Christianity, to the present. The usefulness of such a continuous identity is important for any 

country that is experiencing the rapid changes brought on by globalization but particularly for a 

country like Russia that has had two massive shifts in its ideological center in the last hundred 

years. Both Russia with Orthodoxy and China with Confucianism also benefit from the fact that 

neither of those two formerly central cultural identities contains democratic ideas. Both, in fact, 

can tend towards strict hierarchies and obedience as core values and as such, they are ideal for an 

authoritarian system. The Russian Orthodox Church, in particular, is susceptible to being co-

opted in this way because of its very close ties to the Russian state. The state still provides the 

Russian church with a good deal of the funding it needs to maintain aging churches in the 
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country, and there is no real separation of church and state. As Alicja Curanoviĺ and Lucian 

Leustean suggests, Putin has made a conscious effort to portray himself as a faithful follower of 

the Russian Orthodox Church, attending major services at the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in 

central Moscow with the Russian Orthodox patriarch who maintains close personal ties to 

Putin.29 As a result, the church serves the state. This control makes it ideal for an authoritarian 

capitalist system since it can be made to offer the messages that the state requires. 

Historical Dramas: Bringing the Past to Life  

 Beyond the canon of literature and war film, the mission of rebuilding a sense of 

the grandeur and importance of Russia and the centrality of Orthodoxy on Rossiya One has also 

involved bringing stories from Russian history back to the forefront of memory, especially those 

that summon memories of great Russian achievements or important historical figures. This tactic 

is not uniquely Russian. Mara Panaita discusses a similar trend in her study of the Turkish series 

Muhteĸem Y¿zyēl (Magnificent Century). She states that ñsome scholars claim that collective 

memory cannot be considered as evidence of the authenticity of a shared past; rather, collective 

memory is a version of the past, selected to be remembered by a given community in order to 

advance its goals and serve its self-perception.ò  She adds that ñwhen we talk about collective 

memory, it is important to mention the identity aspect that plays an important role, especially 

when we talk about past events. In general, the identity secures a sense of self by the ways we 

are positioned by the past.ò30 This statement corresponds to numerous historical genres, such as 

the Chinese palace dramas mentioned by Zhu or Western programs like The Tudors. A recent 
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Russian example that represents the confluence of state power and memory is the 2014 twelve-

part miniseries Yekaterina (Catherine). The visual text was produced by Rossiya One and made 

with money provided by the state. As such, it further exemplifies ways of creating unified 

historical memories of the Russian past. 

  

Figure 3.3 The Ministry of Culture of the Russian Federationôs logo which appears at the 

beginning of each episode. 

Yekaterina was produced with funds from the Russian Ministry of Culture, whose logo is 

prominently displayed during the opening credits of each episode (Figure 3.3). This prominent 

placement of an official state seal grants the series the stamp of officialdom and virtually marks 

it as a sort of state-sanctioned history. The series aired in late November and early December of 

2014. It was fairly successful, drawing approximately twenty percent of viewers nationwide.31 

The series is a fairly straightforward retelling of the early life of Catherine the Great, who ruled 

Russia from 1762 to 1796. It follows her life and that of her family from the time she comes to 

Russia to marry Peter the Third, Peter the Greatôs grandson. Catherine successfully navigates the 

social circles of the Russian court of that time and manages to ally herself with forces that are 

                                                           
31 Ksenia Genina, ñPobednoe shestvie Ekateriny: serial lidiruet sredi teleproektov nedeli [The Victorious March: 

Catherine Leads all series this week.],ò Vesti.ru, November 27, 2014, http://www.vesti.ru/doc.html?id=2157007. 
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aligning against her husband, who is a weak but tyrannical ruler. Most notable among these is the 

Orthodox Church that would need to approve her as Empress for her reign to be legitimate. As 

she grows in her affection for the Russian people, a quality that distinguishes her from her 

husband who hates the Russian people preferring his native Prussia, her power grows. In what is 

probably the most telling moment of the series regarding the link between the Russian state and 

Orthodoxy, Catherine stands before the key officers of the Russian army who have been 

assembled to hear her proposal to help overthrow her husband. Without their support, her 

machinations will undoubtedly fail, and she would surely be imprisoned and eventually 

executed. After she makes her proposal, she asks any willing officers to step forward, and there 

is a long pause where nothing occurs. Catherine is then shown closing her hand over an 

Orthodox icon that she is holding behind her back (Figure 3.4). The audience is clearly meant to 

believe that she is asking God for his assistance. A few moments later one officer steps forward, 

followed quickly by the rest, a clear sign that Catherine has been chosen by God to lead the 

Russian empire.  

 

Figure 3.4 Catherine holds an Orthodox icon in her hand while waiting for the army officerôs 

decision to support her 
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Catherineôs faith contrasts with her husbandôs love of Western culture and ideas. The 

violin becomes the symbol of this corruption of the young emperor. Peter is often seen playing 

the instrument as a way to relieve stress. The scene that is perhaps most notable in this respect 

comes from the final episode of the series and occurs only a few minutes after the scene where 

Catherine holds the icon described above. The army confines Peter in the palace. Instead of 

praying or trying to negotiate his way out of the situation he picks up his violin and begins to 

play it (Figure 3.5). The scene evokes images of the Roman Emperor Nero who is said to have 

played his fiddle as Rome burned. Peter continues to play even as one of the officers walks up 

behind him and starts strangling him with a rope. The contrast between this behavior and 

Catherineôs is striking and clearly meant to insinuate that the true ruler of Russia is the one who 

embraces the Orthodox church. Other scenes scattered throughout the series clearly meant to 

imply the continuity of Catherine with the other Orthodox rulers of Russia. In one of the most 

revealing moments of the series, a smiling Catherine winks at a portrait of Peter the Great as she 

is carrying out her coup against his grandson, implying a sort of fellowship between the two 

rulers and linking the two ñgreatsò of Russiaôs imperial period (Figure 3.6). The series ends with 

a narration that states, ñEmpress Catherine the Second was crowned on the thirteenth of 

September 1762 and ruled the Empire for thirty-four years. After she had died, they called her 

Catherine the Great.ò  
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Figure 3.5 Peter III plays the violin knowing he is about to be assassinated 

 

Figure 3.6 Catherine winks at a portrait of Peter the Great as she carries out the coup against 

her husband 

The series and the associated manipulation of memory that it implies are clearly a way to 

bring to life an important figure in Russian history by giving the audience a sense of intimacy 

with her and particularly in her growth into a faithful follower of Russian Orthodoxy. They 

follow her love affairs and eventually take part in her triumph, thus attaining a sense of 

connection with the ruler. The series also traces her many struggles within the Russian court, 

particularly against her mother-in-law, who makes her life as difficult as possible even to the 

point of removing her children after they are born to shield them from her influence. She also 
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struggles against the indifference and infidelity of her husband who cares more about European 

affairs and culture than the welfare of his people. The series serves as a technology of the self in 

making one of the most famous and successful rulers of Russia into a highly personal figure. It 

gives the audience a tangible connection to the ñgreatò Russian past, and they are therefore more 

likely to see the historical accomplishments of the Russian state as ñourò accomplishments rather 

than just dusty historical oddities. Like the series that make up the constellation of programs that 

center on literature or the Second World War, Yekaterina is essentially about refiguring the 

Russian past to motivate people to be nationalistic and pro-Russian in a period where that is what 

the state needs.  

Conclusion 

 The above examples are a small selection of the many series on Rossiya One that have 

nationalist overtones. What should be clear from the analysis of these series, however, is that 

Rossiya One is a tool that is used by the Russian State to shape collective memory in a way that 

ultimately serves the overall goals of Vladimir Putinôs government. These examples are different 

from analogous examples in the West, for instance, series that air on the History Channel, 

because they come from a Russian state-owned institution, are often state-funded and, therefore, 

can be seen as presenting a quasi-official version of Russian history. Among these are promoting 

Russiaôs cultural heritage, particularly in literature and emphasizing the countryôs ñtraditionalò 

values linked to the Orthodox Church. In the final analysis, this is very much an instance of the 

cultural elites, primarily in Moscow and to a less significant extent in Saint Petersburg, 

projecting a traditional, elite culture out to the rest of the country. Since Rossiya serves the 

Kremlin which is essentially the center of the countryôs political, cultural and economic life, 

these types of representations are not surprising. 
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 The following two chapters examine institutions that are at the opposite end of the 

political and economic spectrum. Chapter four examines the work that Sony Pictures television 

did in assisting Russian television companies (particularly STS and TNT) during the initial phase 

of rapid growth in production in the 2000s. I will discuss the industrial conditions and the 

strategies that allowed the Hollywood studio to succeed in Russia, where many of its rivals 

failed. Sonyôs unique approach of embedding itself in the market and essentially letting its 

Russian operation become thoroughly Russified is at the center of its strategy. Particular 

attention is given to Sonyôs role in transferring various kinds of industry knowledge and 

practices from the West to Russia. 
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Chapter 4 Hollywood Goes to Moscow: Sony Pictures and the Modern Russian T.V 

Industry  

As discussed in the previous chapters, the Russian state has used its resources, both in 

terms of coercive power and financial investments to control the television industryôs ownership 

structures, to instill a culture of self-censorship, and assure the production of highly nationalistic 

programs that ultimately support its project to rebuild Russian nationalism. While the state has 

been using its resources to produce patriotic programming, the Western way of making 

television, as well as global themes, genres, and topics, have been increasing their presence on 

Russian screens. Genres like the sitcom and numerous reality television formats have had a 

major impact on the market. As a result, at the same time as the state has been pushing for a view 

of Russian identity in opposition to the West, the television industry that they worked so hard to 

control has been steadily adopting Western practices. This chapter examines the role that the 

Hollywood studio, Sony, has played in the development of the Russian television industry in the 

Putin era. Sony, more than any other Western major, has played a decisive role in shaping both 

programming and production techniques in Russia through its approach to production in markets 

outside the United States.  

In fact, one of the most important factors in the transformation of the Russian television 

industry during the Putin era has been the influence of major Western studios in shaping the style 

and the types of programming that are produced. Fox, Warner Brothers, Disney, and Sony all 

attempted to enter the Russian market in the 2000s. Ultimately, most of them ended up finding 

limited success in Russia. The exception was Sony Pictures Television, which not only found 

success but in the end transformed the Russian market. My conversations with people who 

worked in this industry, interviews found in the Russian press and documentary film sources 

show that Sony played a central role in building the infrastructure of the two largest 
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entertainment-only networks in Russia. Sony achieved its success because it used a very different 

strategy than its Western rivals. 

What makes Sonyôs move into the Russian market interesting is its approach to 

navigating the authoritarian capitalist system. Clearly, Sonyôs principal purpose for being 

involved in the production of television series is to make profits. The complexities of Russiaôs 

state-led economic system forced Sony to open a branch in Russia. The company used this same 

practice, in countries like Brazil and it ultimately served them well. Sony was able to introduce 

genres and production techniques from the global market into Russia by carefully balancing its 

role as a global company with the need to avoid the impression of itself as a Western, imperialist 

force. It did so by being deeply engaged in the market and committing resources long term. The 

tactics it used allowed it to operate in such a way as not to draw the attention of the Russian state 

or alienate its local partners. 

According to Marc Lorber, an international format consultant, Sony moved into the 

Russian market because of structural factors in the American market. He suggested in an 

interview with me that there was increasing competition and a high risk of television products 

failing in the United States in the early 2000s. This shift was the result of the broadcast networks 

(ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox) shifting much of their primetime programming to unscripted 

shows.1 Courtney Brannon-Donoghue confirms Lorberôs account in her study of Sonyôs 

expansion into Brazil.2 At the time this meant that more of the pilots that Sony produced in 

America did not make it to air, and those that did were often canceled very quickly. Lorber 

                                                           
1 Interview with Marc Lorber. 
2 Courtney Brannon-Donoghue, ñóLighting Up Screens Around the Worldô:  Sonyôs Local Language Production 

Strategy Meets Contemporary Brazilian and Spanish Cinemaò (Doctoral Thesis, The University of Texas at Austin, 

2011). 
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suggested to me that ñif you date it back, Sony got out ofé the network television business in 

the US, so the only business left open to them before they got back into cable was expanding 

their foreign operations.ò3 These foreign operations often involved taking properties from Sonyôs 

catalog of older programs and selling them to channels in other global markets. As Brannon-

Donoghue suggests ñthe local language production represents an industry-wide experiment in 

systematic localization across the global televisual [market].ò4 This shift towards producing local 

content, though sometimes based on an American or Western formats, was a turning point in 

studio efforts toward local specialization.  

 Brannon-Donoghue, suggests that Sony was among the leaders in the development of 

new business models that reimagined the relationship between Hollywood and both local 

production companies and local audiences. In her study of the companyôs operations in Brazil 

and Spain Brannon-Donoghue shows that Sonyôs efforts in international markets consistently 

were focused on integrating into the local market. In Brazil, she suggests that the companyôs 

strategy involved incorporating itself in that market and recruiting local talent with strong 

connections in the local industry that could serve as liaisons. It also invested capital in local 

production. The companyôs Brazilian operation also distributed Hollywood films in the country 

which at times clashed with their role as a producer of local content. According to Donoghue 

Sony also brought in personnel from its American operation to augment the Brazilian industry 

and as such played an important role in building up additional human capital in Brazil. Her 

account suggests that, in Brazil, Sony was constantly negotiating market conditions and culture. 

                                                           
3 Interview with Marc Lorber. 
4 Courtney Brannon-Donoghue, ñSony and Local-Language Productions: Conglomerate Hollywoodôs Strategy of 

Flexible Localization for the Global Film Market,ò Cinema Journal 53, no. 4 (2014): 3ï27. 
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Contrary to the expectations of political economists who assume that Western corporations 

impose their cultural practices on places like Brazil, Donoghue show that in Brazil there was a 

constant tension and negotiation.5 

 Donoghueôs work on Sonyôs failed Spanish operation further attested to this conclusion. 

According to her account, the Spanish operation struggled precisely at the moments where the 

Los Angeles-based headquarters would interfere with local decisions. She also suggests that 

Sonyôs focus, repeating many of the tactics that it had used in other local language production 

scenarios, failed due to too much commitment to telling specifically Spanish stories. They 

preferred these types of products to those more universal themes that might have found wider 

distribution in Europe and Latin America. A subsequent decline in the Spanish film and DVD 

markets due to piracy, ultimately led to Sonyôs Spanish operation being unprofitable. The result 

was that Sony closed their operations in Spain to focus on more lucrative markets in Central and 

Eastern Europe. Donoghueôs account, however, does attest to Sonyôs commitment to local 

markets, particularly their habit of establishing local offices to act as mediators between center 

and margin.6  

Sony was not, however, the only company that decided to enter Russia and other 

emerging markets. Michael Curtin asserts that all throughout the 1990ôs and 2000ôs Hollywood 

studios and other major media holdings like Rupert Murdochôs News Corporation were looking 

for opportunities to establish a presence in some of the largest and most important media markets 

in the world.7 These efforts took the form of co-productions with local companies. Part of this 

                                                           
5 Brannon-Donoghue, ñóLighting Up Screens Around the Worldô:  Sonyôs Local Language Production Strategy 

Meets Contemporary Brazilian and Spanish Cinema.ò 
6 Ibid. 
7 Michael Curtin, Playing to the Worldôs Biggest Audience: The Globalization of Chinese Film and TV (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2007), 209. 
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movement towards creating a larger global presence has been driven by the increasing 

purchasing power of consumers in other parts of the world. As Curtin reports, Hollywood studios 

had ignored markets other than Europe until around the mid-1980s and early 1990s when the rise 

of China, India, and the Asian Tigers began to leave people with a greater degree of disposable 

income. By 2014 because of the long-sustained growth of developing economies, particularly 

Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, Hollywood was placing a greater emphasis on 

developing their assets in these markets. Brannon-Donoghue supports this assertion suggesting 

that ñInternational markets now out-earn the North American domestic market by two to one for 

the major studios.ò8  

Perhaps one of the key differences between the local markets in Latin America and Asia 

that Sony entered and the Russian market was the complete lack of production capacity in the 

latter. Russian studios and channels lacked both physical shooting space and, more significantly, 

writing talent. Donoghue suggests that Latin America and other markets that Sony explored had 

relatively robust and well-established television and film production cultures.9 Russia, however, 

had failed to develop human capital in the sphere of television writing. Fictional programming in 

the country had mostly been in the form of short mini-series and the lack of production through 

the 1990s left it with a dearth of talented people who were able to work in the field. While it 

would not be totally accurate to suggest that the Russians were rebuilding their industry virtually 

from nothing, their infrastructure was clearly not up to Western or Latin American standards. As 

the documentary Exporting Raymond, which chronicled Philip Rosenthalôs work to adapt 

Everybody Loves Raymond to the Russian market showed, Russian production spaces were low 

                                                           
8 Brannon-Donoghue, ñSony and Local-Language Productions.ò 
9 Ibid. 
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quality. Lorber told me that when Sony arrived in the Russian capital, there were essentially two 

kinds of studios that were available to them. He recalled that: 

there were old, creaky horrid studios in Moscow that were really built in the 40s, 50s, 

60s and maybe added onto in the 70s. They were perhaps sound proofed, but they were 

ugly, ghastly, [and] hot. The air conditioning and heating didnôt work. They didnôt have 

modern wiring, and they were dark in the hallways [sic]. They werenôt built for comfort. 

They werenôt built for glamour; they were kind of dungeons.10 

These studios were essentially left over from the Soviet period. The studio that Exporting 

Raymond was shot in (Figure 4.1) is the iconic, by Russian standards, Gorky Film Studio where 

many of the most famous and culturally significant Soviet era films and television programs 

were recorded. Perhaps the most significant of these was the 1973 television miniseries 

Seventeen Moments in Spring. The image below illustrates the difficult conditions that Sony and 

its employees had to endure while working in Russia. Lorber recalled that the second kind of 

studios was ñfactories that were remadeò adding that ñthe first one [Sony] worked in was a giant 

ball-bearing factoryò that ñcontained twelve to fourteen studios, six to eight of which were 

occupied by Sony. These facilities were essentially assembled piecemeal as needed.ò11 He 

suggested that soundproofing often consisted of nailing whatever soundproof material might be 

easily available, for instance, couch cushions or foam, to the walls and that construction was 

constantly ongoing.12 He observed, however, that despite the serious shortcoming of the physical 

facilities ñamidst that there are people going to editing, people dressed in period costumes, there 

                                                           
10 Interview with Marc Lorber. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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were people dressed in modern costumesé There were a variety of shows going on, so it was 

like a crazy campusé it was a little like Hollywood in the 20s.ò13 Because of these problems, 

many Russian producers were dependent on Sonyôs help to bring their productions in line with 

international standards. 

 

Figure 4.1 Gorky Film Studio exterior and interior shots from the film Exporting Raymond 

Another area of weakness in the Russian television industry was in human capital, 

particularly writers. Several of my interviewees suggested that story writing was one of the 

weakest parts of the Russian industry.14 Sony was forced to build the creative infrastructure for 

themselves. Difficult working conditions and a highly transient workforce complicated the 

situation. With regards to the labor condition in the Russian television industry, Lorber suggested 

to me that ñthey just have a different way of working. Itôs still not working by the same rules of 

guilds and unions [that] Western companies and countries operate on [sic]. Itôs not necessarily 

[about] the benefits of the worker. Thereôs not a lot of protections for the workers or actors or 

things like that.ò15 He added that: 

                                                           
13 Ibid. 
14 Interview with Simon Tucker. 
15 Interview with Marc Lorber. 
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they might work a very long day, and by the time they left, got all the way home then got 

all the way back, they wouldnôt have any time to sleep. So they would sleep on the set, 

which got banned eventually. They would sleep anywhere they could: in cars, in the 

studio, in a variety of places and there were minorities from Moldova and other regions 

of Russia who were living in, effectively, shipping containers behind the studio.16 

The impact on the workers of such difficult conditions was high turnover. The quality of the 

programs often suffered from both the ad hoc nature of the facilities and the lack of skilled 

workers. For example, during the first few seasons of My Fair Nanny, there are many instances 

when one can see the bottom of a boom microphone at the top of the screen, reflecting the lack 

of skill of the operators and poor attention to detail.   

 Staff turnover was not merely a result of the conditions in the industry. Rather it reflected 

general trends in the Russian labor market at the time. Lorber explained the problem with 

retaining staff as follows ñbecause it was the job they [had] and if a bank paid them more to be a 

teller the next week thatôs where they were [even] after two years. Because a lot of it was about 

making money. It wasnôt necessarily a career path; it was about how do I feed myself.ò17 

Exporting Raymond depicted this problem when the writers that were commissioned to make the 

series during Rosenthalôs first trip to Moscow were no longer on the project when he returned at 

the beginning of production. This absence may have been part of the natural process of turnover, 

but as my interviewees suggested, regular Russian television producers consistently had 

problems with storytelling and writing teams were extremely overworked and understaffed. 

Those that were in place lacked experience and often took their inspiration from film and, 
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therefore, often had difficulty understanding the basics of television. Simon Tucker who is part 

owner of a Russian production company suggested: 

When I got to Russia, it was like ñvoiceover, no, we donôt do any voiceover, we want to 

confuse the audienceé so they really have to think.ò I was like, ñwhy? Itôs three oôclock 

in the afternoon; Iôm not really watching. Iôm either ironing or cooking something, and 

the [television] is on.ò You have to tell them where they are.18 

His statement suggests that even those employed in writing and production had very little sense 

of the conventions of the medium when they started to produce television domestically. This 

ignorance was of course very problematic. The problems Russian television companies faced 

with regards to the production of television fiction led a few of them to seek help from Western 

producers, particularly the major studios.  

While Sony collaborated with different Russian studios and television networks, their 

most important partnerships were with the two most Western-oriented television networks STS 

and TNT. Both networks were similar in looking to build themselves as entertainment brands in 

the former Soviet territories, but both at least initially lacked the physical and creative capacity to 

do so. They became two of the leading networks in Russia in large part because of the 

partnerships they developed with Sony. The most successful programs on both networks in the 

period from 2003 to 2009 were almost universally coproductions of either original programming 

or more commonly formats. Ultimately, Sony is responsible for building much of the creative 

talent, particularly on the writing side. The normal development of local talent, as Russian 

companies began producing more content, accounts for part of the growth, but it seems 

                                                           
18 Interview with Simon Tucker. 
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undeniable that Sonyôs influence, particularly in guiding writing practices, was decisive in 

creating the shaping the programming on both STS and TNT.   

Sonyôs success in the Russian market is notable when considered alongside the other U.S 

majors. Of the major Hollywood studios (Warner Brothers, Twentieth Century Fox, Disney, and 

Universal) all of whom attempted to have their programming widely accepted, only Sony was 

able to do so. Virtually all of the other studiosô efforts were very short-lived and ended with the 

complete failure of their programs. Sony, conversely, was able to produce several hit shows, with 

a number of different partners. The Russian networks were particularly interested in working on 

sitcoms because of the compressed broadcast schedule that Russian networks tend to use. As a 

result, according to Lorber, the Russians wanted series that had more than one hundred episodes 

that could be adapted for the Russian market. Many sitcoms fit into this category, and Russian 

networks made deals with several Hollywood studios to license and adapt them.19   

  My interviewees attributed Sonyôs success and the other studiosô failures to the culture 

that Sony brought to Russia and the model that it championed for the production of Russian 

language adaptations of their programs. Not all of the series that Sony brought to Russia were 

successful of course. One of my interviewees, for example, noted that Sonyôs attempted 

adaptation of I Dream of Genie cost the company more than two million dollars and failed to 

advance beyond the pilot stage. But on the whole, Sony succeeded, particularly with adaptations 

of The Nanny, Everbody Loves Raymond, Married With Children, Whoôs the Boss and the 

adaptation of the Columbian telenovela Yo Soy Betty, la Fea. In essence, Sony programs were a 

powerful force on Russian television from 2004 through the end of 2014.  

                                                           
19 Interview with Marc Lorber. 
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This ability to produce a succession of hit programs and sustain them over a large number 

of episodes is what makes Sonyôs story in the Russian market such an impressive success. It is 

even more interesting when one considers failures of the other major studios. Lorber suggested 

that both Disney and Warner Brothers had struggled in the Russian market even in the rare 

instances when they sold programs to Russian networks because of their unwillingness to embed 

their personnel in the country. Disney sold Golden Girls and Home Improvement to Russian 

networks. Both programs failed to gain traction in the market. According to Lorber ñWarner 

[Brothers] never got their act togetheré [there were] six comedies that they sold in [sic], three 

never made it to pilots, another two got piloted but never made it to air, and the other never made 

it very long [sic] beyond that.ò20  Lorberôs opinion was that many of the Western companies 

other than Sony provided only minimal consultancy services, as they did in other markets and 

likely did not understand that the Russian production companies had very little experience and 

therefore, tended to struggle with adapting scripted formats on their own.  

Several of the people that I interviewed suggested that a major reason for Sonyôs success 

in the market had to do with their willingness to take significant financial risks. They gave 

Sonyôs consultancy strategy as an example.21 Sony was willing to send consultants to work on 

the programs for several years. Most often these were Hollywood veterans with a great deal of 

experience working on sitcoms and other types of programs. An international format consultant 

that I interviewed put it simply stating that ñSony commits, has committed from the very earliest 

stages of writing through post production.ò22 A Russian creative director who had significant 

experience working with Sony supported this statement. They confirmed that the key to Sonyôs 

                                                           
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid.; Interview with international format consultant; Russian Creative Director, Interview With Russian Creative 

Director; Interview with Russian Producer. 
22 Interview with international format consultant. 
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success in most of their productions was ñAmerican consultants in the writing room, on stage. 

Thatôs the secret. The secret of Married [With Children]é Thatôs the secret of [the] Nannyé 

thatôs something which makes this difference [sic], why Sony is successful, and others are not 

successful.ò23 The documentary Exporting Raymond shows a very good example of this on the 

ground engagement. In the documentary, there are several American consultants who are deeply 

involved in the process of casting and writing the first few episodes of the program including the 

president of Sonyôs international division Jeff Lerner. Lerner and consultant Richard Vaczy are 

present through all of the meetings, often mediating conflicts between the Russian writers, 

costume designers, directors and actors and the documentaryôs narrator and protagonist 

Everybody Loves Raymond showrunner, Philip Rosenthal. Lerner and Vaczy are both in Russia 

before Rosenthal arrives and during the year when the development of the program was on 

hiatus. Simon Tucker suggested in an interview that Lerner, in particular, had invested a 

substantial amount of personal time in the Russian operation suggesting that ñJeffôs been getting 

on flights to Russia since time beganò and that his Russian partners appreciate this 

commitment.24 

In general, however, Sonyôs use of consultants allowed them to understand the 

production climate of the Russian market and to establish long-term relationships with many 

Russian producers and executives. Russian producers and American consultants interviewed for 

this project suggested that the embedding of consultants in the market represented the key 

differentiator between Sony and its Western rivals. They all agreed that what ultimately 

undermined both Disney and Warner Brothers in the Russian market was their unwillingness to 

                                                           
23 Interview With Russian Creative Director. 
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keep their employees in the market long term. Tucker noted that Russian producers were 

particularly sensitive to Western companies coming to Russia in simply to extract money and 

then quickly departing. For example, Lorber and another consultant indicated that one of the 

central problems that Disney encountered when they attempted to enter the Russian market with 

programs like Golden Girls and Home Improvement was that they sent consultants over only for 

a short period, only about two weeks. Both of the programs struggled in the Russian market and 

ultimately failed to gain the kinds of the popularity of Sony-backed programs. Home 

Improvementôs Russian version Papa na vse ruki (Dad, the Jack of All Trades) lasted only forty 

episodes, while Golden Girlsô Russian version titled Bolshie Zhenshini (Grown Women) fared 

even more poorly and was canceled after only thirty-two episodes.  

 The presence of Hollywood writers was a key to bridging the cultural divide. The 

Russians provided the local context, while the consultants helped the Russians avoid the 

common errors that might damage a programôs appeal since they understood the conventions of 

the genre. One international format consultant suggested that Russian writers ñmake the classic 

mistakes [that] every writer in a sitcom faces: óThis joke is hilarious, but it's not really in 

character.ôò According to him ñthe pro says, ówell, we can't use the jokeô [but the Russian 

writers], they'll go for one joke, that'll kill the character.ò25 This phenomenon, in large part 

relates to the problem described above, Russians in general, but writers, in particular, did not 

have sufficient exposure to the sitcom genre to be able to successfully execute the work of 

localizing particular programs without substantial assistance. 

                                                           
25 Interview with international format consultant. 
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The situations described above were not merely related to the sitcom genre either. Two 

projects that Sony co-produced with STS, both major successes were melodramas. Both these 

programs ran over one hundred episodes and were among STSô most popular offerings at the 

period in question. These programs benefitted from Sonyôs steadying hand and commitment to 

protecting the brand that they were bringing to Russia. In particular, with programs like Ne Rodis 

Kpacivoi (Not Born Beautiful), an adaptation of the Yo Soy Betty, la Fea format, Lorber told me 

that many times Sony struggled with the very common Russian practices of aggressive product 

placement. Particularly in the early days of post-Soviet Russian television, there was a desire to 

monetize programs as much as possible, and this led to the often clumsy inclusion of numerous 

products on screen. For example, in the opening credits of My Fair Nanny, the lead character, in 

cartoon form holds a case of cosmetics that bears the logo of the firm Avon (Figure 4.2). The 

figure below illustrates the crude way that product placement was integrated into television 

programs made in Russia during this period. Lorber suggested that often the Russian writers 

would do this at the expense of the characters, essentially having them use or showcase a product 

that directly clashed with a characterôs personality.26 In the rush to make money, the Russian 

producers were not fully taking account of the core elements of the story and characters. It is 

worth noting here, that at least in the case of the Chinese adaptation of Yo Soy Betty, la fea, the 

possibility of aggressive product placement was one of the elements that made the series 

attractive. It is possible that this aspect also attracted the Russian producers.27 While Sony was 

not completely able to stop this process, they tried to minimize how much product placement 

disrupted the overall story telling. 

                                                           
26 Interview with Marc Lorber. 
27 Moran and Ma, ñTowards a Cultural Economy of Chou Nu (Nv) Wu Di: The Yo Soy Betty La Fea Franchise in 
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Figure 4.2 The opening credits of My Fair Nanny. Vikaôs cosmetics case bears the Avon 

cosmetics brandôs logo. 

Sonyôs commitment to embedding itself in the Russian market is evident in their 

willingness to invest capital long term in the market. In 2006 the company, which had primarily 

been cooperating with the Russian production company Amedia decided to purchase a 

controlling share in another studio LEAN-M.28 By purchasing this company, Sony was able to 

acquire approximately five percent of the television serial production in the Russian market. 

Tucker, suggested that this type of investment is key in the Russian market because of the 

perception of foreign media companies as being imperialistic. He suggested that ñif they think 

that youôre just there to make money and to bugger off, then I donôt think theyôre going to be 

interested in you.ò29 For Sony to operate for extended periods of time in the Russian market and 

have the sort of success that they had, one of the keys was that they had to keep some of the 

capital that they generated in the country.  

                                                           
28 Yulia Kulikova, ñSony Pictures vpisalasô v rossijskij format [Sony Pictures buys into the Russian market],ò 

Kommersant, April 9, 2006. 
29 Interview with Simon Tucker. 


