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Abstract 

____________________________________________ 

The Norwegian territory of Svalbard is home to a diverse history of multinational 

settlements owing to the Svalbard Treaty of 1922, which allows signatory states to 

establish visa-free communities on the archipelago. The Soviet Union controlled the 

mining settlement of Pyramiden from 1927 until its dissolution in 1991 - it was then 

inherited by the Russian Federation and was ultimately evacuated of inhabitants in 1998. 

This play, with accompanying text, attempts to understand the complex history of this 

Soviet-Arctic settlement, its relationship with the Soviet Union, and its interplay with 

identity in the modern Russian Federation. This research has been framed through my 

creative practice as a playwright; aiming to create a dialogue between the elements of 

research that produced the final play that accompanies this research report. These three 

key areas are: post-communist nostalgia, the Arctic as a space for drama, and 

contemporary Russian identity. Elin Andreassen, Hein Bjartmann Bjerck, and Bjørnar 

Olsen have already written about the power of Pyramiden to evoke profound discussion 

of contemporary Russia and its relationship with the Arctic. This thesis details the 

rationale for this project, documentation of my field research in Pyramiden, the 

methodology I have employed, and a literature review of text-based sources. In addition, 

I have evaluated the outcome of this project’s creative practice. Collectively, this thesis 

serves to support my practice as a playwright and communicate my research path over 

the course of the devising process. 
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____________________________________________ 
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Introduction 

____________________________________________ 

This Master’s by Research consists of a creative output in the form of a stage play, and 

this research report supports that creative practice by documenting:  

● The rationale for this master’s by research  

● The research methodology used 

● The field research conducted 

● A literature review 

● An evaluation of the creative output 

Nightlands (MacGregor, 2020) is a play set in Pyramiden, a Russian-owned mining town 

on the Svalbard archipelago, high in the Arctic circle. The play focuses on a conflict 

between the past and future of Russia, specifically during the period of social change that 

existed from the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the beginning of the 

presidency of Vladimir Putin in 1999. 

The stage play is supported by this research report which reflects my aim to create an 

ambitious project upheld by interdisciplinary research and practice, relying on a wide 

variety of sources. The stage play and the research report aim to complement one another 

and contribute to the field of theatrical literature both creatively and academically. 

The first spoken line of Nightlands is about memory: 

SLAVA: When I was very young, I had a book about Ancient Egypt. I was so little, when I f irst 
opened it, that I couldn’t understand the words. I looked at the pictures; sandstone cities, strange 
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gods and a squiggly made-up language. Of course, there’s the pyramids and we can still see 
them today. They must have thought that no one would top that. Probably thought it could never 
get any better. Now they’re in my book, most of it is all gone. Today, we can look back at all they 
built and feel...  
 
SLAVA shrugs, indifferent. 
 
As if they never existed. Funny how you can get so convinced of your own greatness that you 
think it’s going to last forever. Then all that’s left of you is memory, then ruins, then nothing. 
(2020:72) 

 

It sets the tone for what is to come; a protagonist who lives as a child of post-communism, 

expressing indifference about another dead civilisation - the Soviet Union. Pyramiden, a 

former outpost of the USSR, has been the focus of this Master's by Research which has 

sought to combine my creative practice as a playwright, with a research-led approach to 

script development. The troubled history of Pyramiden, the Soviet state, and the Russian 

Federation, are investigated by Slava, a Russian woman from Chelyabinsk who comes 

of age after the dissolution of the USSR, and Sasha, an older man, originally from 

Ukraine, but who has since taken up residence in Pyramiden.  

 

I first encountered this settlement through the documentary Pyramiden: Population 6 

(Beazley, 2016). The film follows Alexander “Sasha” Romanovsky, a resident guide living 

in Pyramiden during the mid-2010s. I found Romanovsky’s solitary life, isolated in the far 

north, extremely intriguing. I knew I wanted to create art about this obscure place, and 

the people who might live there, but was unsure what format this expression would take. 

Two years later, I read Persistent Memories (Andreasson et al, 2010), a photojournal 

which documented the history of the settlement in great detail, and provided insights that 

would lead to my own creative project about Pyramiden.  
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This master’s by research has sought to use dramatic literature to explore Pyramiden in 

a novel and accessible style, ideally to have a professional afterlife as a piece of theatre. 

Though literature about Pyramiden is sparse, I have taken pains to discuss Pyramiden in 

a new light, separate from Persistent Memories, Beazley’s documentary, or crime novelist 

Stephen Burke’s The Reluctant Contact (2017) - a mystery-thriller set in Brezhnev-era 

Pyramiden. However, unlike Burke, I would follow Andreasson’s methodology by traveling 

to Pyramiden to conduct field work and document the settlement prior to the start of my 

devising process. I encountered a Pyramiden very different to the one depicted in the 

play’s fictional version of 1999, or documented by Andreasson in 2006. My experience of 

the town was a curated one, guided by the Russian state-company that controls the 

settlement. Yet by conducting this research, I have attempted to create a more authentic 

drama that explores issues around the Arctic and Russian-Soviet identity in a way that 

engages contemporary audiences. Furthermore, this play views both these elements 

through the lens of nostalgia, building on Pyramiden’s present situation as a commodified 

ruin; fused with, and profiting off, Soviet identity.  

 

In this project, I have attempted to respond to Pyramiden by combining all these themes 

together into a piece of theatre. I hope that by giving these concepts a voice, and 

presenting them through drama, I may communicate interdisplinary research in a succinct 

and accessible form.  
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Rationale 

____________________________________________ 

This research project has been underpinned by a range of motives; from my ambition to 

develop my technical ability as a playwright, tackling complex cultural histories, conveying 

a concise picture of the Soviet Arctic space, and the quest for a new Russian identity 

following the dissolution of the USSR. This chapter will explore the rationale for the 

research undertaken, to understand why this project blended interdisciplinary research 

into a piece of dramatic writing. This begins by investigating why I have chosen to 

research Pyramiden, and how it ultimately informed the rationale for Nightlands. In 

addition, this chapter will explain why I felt this play needed to be written, how it benefits 

future understanding of 1990s Russia, the politics of Svalbard, and the nature of 

emotional and physical relics of memory. 

 

In order to discuss the existing literature that prompted the development of the research 

project, I must begin with the foundational text of my work - Persistent Memories  

(Andreasson et al, 2010). Not only did this photojournal study of Pyramiden show an 

existing and sustained interest in this Soviet Arctic ruin, it showed an innovative method 

of field work based on phenomenology and photography. By reading Persistent 

Memories, I was convinced that this project must be supported by field work conducted 

in Pyramiden itself. I became motivated to write a piece of authentic writing which was 

informed by more than just text based learning, a piece of drama that was strongly rooted 
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in a sense of place, written with an understanding of the physical, tactile environment of 

the ruin. 

 

My own interest in the study of ruins aligns well with a project based in Pyramiden. I 

believe that physical ruins are not simply part of a landscape, but they are infused with 

ideology - and that their preservation, or lack thereof, along with surrounding newer 

structures, additional uses of the ruin and its history, all contribute further meaning to the 

study of a ruin. These are not neutral acts and reveal much about the present Russian 

Federation’s relationship with its Soviet past. The story of a ruin is made by many authors, 

those who reside in, use, or document the structure may not be fully aware of it, but they 

are adding to the meaning of the space – as I have by producing this play. In the case of 

Pyramiden, it is inextricably fused with its Soviet past, but now finds itself co-opted by the 

capitalist-authoritarian Russian Federation. This ruin is a physical example of post-

communist nostalgia expressed from a point of increasingly distant living memory. A 

model village, Pyramiden was built to showcase the advantages of the Soviet system, 

Arctic ecologist Steve Coulson states: “It was meant to be an ideal Soviet society… It was 

a town where any foreigner could come without a visa, so it served as an exhibition of the 

best of the Soviet Union” (Nuwer, 2014). Therefore, Pyramiden is a heavily curated space 

by design and, although physically deteriorated, imparts a simplistic pro-Soviet image that 

needs to be challenged. I was born after the collapse of the USSR, and my interest in this 

topic was built from western representations of the Soviet Union. It was only by reading 

more representative histories, based in investigative oral history, such as those by Anne 

Garrels and Svetlana Alexievich, did my understanding develop more nuance. I was 



 
 

14 

interested in breaking down these cultural barriers for western audiences. Beyond the 

issue of culture, nearly thirty years have passed since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 

and I feel that this period needs to be re-examined for a western audience; the unravelling 

of the USSR and the following decade of instability in Russia has shaped the politics of 

Europe, and has sowed the seeds of conflict across the former Soviet republics. I wanted 

to create a reflective portrayal of this period, and of the nostalgia that permeates modern 

Russian identity: 

 

For it is in the realm of memory - whether through routine cultural practices like the consumption 
or display of […] [socialist] things or mass-mediated representations - that capitalism’s world-
historical Other (socialism) is given meaning and significance [today], even if it is only a parodied 
one (Berdahl in Todorova and Gille, 2010:187) 

 

I wanted to explore Russian identity, and its reliance on the memory of socialism, as a 

means of understanding the Russian-Arctic story. Yet, I accepted that it would be a 

challenge for me as a Western writer to do so. To reflect honestly on this project, a major 

part of my rationale has come from a desire to further my own practice, as both a 

researcher and a playwright. I wished to present nostalgia for a Soviet past in easily 

understood forms; a loss of community, economic security, and a lack of social mobility. 

It is something that we, in the Western world, have also experienced through the onset of 

neoliberal globalisation and austerity following the 2008 financial crisis. Interviewed by 

The Economist, documentary filmmaker Adam Curtis describes this comparable malaise 

as: 

“HyperNormalisation” - a word that was coined by… [Alexei Yurchak] who was writing about what 

it was like to live in the last years of the Soviet Union… [people in] Soviet society knew that it 
wasn’t working, knew that it was corrupt, knew that the bosses were looting the sys tem, knew that 
the politicians had no alternative vision. Everyone knew it was fake… they just accepted this 
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sense of total fakeness as normal… although we are not in any way really like the Soviet Union, 
there is a similar feeling in our present day. (2018) 

 

Considering our own reckoning with neoliberal economics and deindustrialisation, 

nostalgia is familiar to our own national discourse; for example the United Kingdom 

continues to grapple with its own competing national identities as a union of nations, 

similar to the internal relations within the USSR. It is because of these parallels that I 

believe this period of Russian history is such an important topic for contemporary drama.  

 

I was also eager to explore more than just melancholy, understanding that nostalgia is 

not simply predicated on what has been lost, but also on what could have been, what the 

ideal Soviet utopia could have looked like. It is only now, nearly thirty years after the 

dissolution of the USSR, and after twenty years of leadership under Vladimir Putin, that 

the enormity of this loss can be fully appreciated. Russia now appears trapped in a ‘Putin 

Forever' feedback loop (Rapoza, 2020), mired in corruption and a decreasing population 

(Shapiro and Yefimova-Trilling, 2019) making it increasingly impossible to imagine an 

alternative future for Russia until as late as 2036. Constitutional reform has tipped the 

system in favour of a powerful oligarchy, and democratic change now seems more remote 

than it has in decades. The radical vision of a communist society in the twenty-first 

century, organised around the principles that built Pyramiden, seems unthinkable in 

today’s Russia. 

 

Russian identity provides fertile soil for drama, especially a politically dialectical text like 

Nightlands; the play explores its dual aspects through the action of its characters, bringing 



 
 

16 

to life very real schisms in Russian society (Remnick, 1997:114). Why did the USSR 

collapse, who is to blame for its failure, where should Russia draw its cultural continuity 

from? These questions are rich in dramatic potential. Yet, I chose to write a story that was 

set in an Arctic space. I have done this because of the Arctic’s rich symbolic power; a 

space that resists attempts at human habitation, an environment that is under threat from 

manmade climate change, and a place of ruins which underline the meeting point of 

industrial society and nature. Pyramiden, and Russia’s larger relationship with the Arctic, 

is an extreme version of this, with the conquest of nature being central to Soviet Arctic 

policy (Emmerson, 2010:52).  Taken together, a play set in the Russian-Arctic, discussing 

the complexity of Russian identity at the turn of the twenty-first century, offered compelling 

dramatic potential.  

 

Pyramiden’s Soviet history, and its distinct place as an Arctic ruin, was what sparked the 

first ideas behind this research project. Initially, the text was planned as an anthology of 

scenes set across the history of the settlement, beginning in 1910 with its establishment 

as a Swedish mining outpost and progressing to its present-day function as a tourist 

attraction. It was this idea I had set out to develop during field work, a play that was based 

around the place, with the only central character being Pyramiden itself. Through the 

course of my research, this changed to become a dialogue on Russian identity in the 

1990s. This change came about as a result of my field work and reading, I increasingly 

felt the need to speak about these complex human conflicts, which in my opinion took 

precedence over – and gave context to – the physical ruin of Pyramiden. Going forward 
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from this change, the play would use Pyramiden as a thematically charged space, able 

to impose external environmental threats atop the central ideological conflict of the play. 

 

Additionally, this is a story about the transition from one form of society to another. If we 

are to see Nightlands as a story about contemporary Russia, the state which hangs over 

the action and features in the out-of-character discussions, then the play is really about 

three types of society: an aging communist one-party dictatorship, an unstable multiparty 

democracy, and an irredentist one-party oligarchy, or ‘mafia state’ (Nevzlin, 2020). I 

wanted to write about this because these problems are not unique to Russia, they are 

equally applicable to the West as it faces the same populist nationalism and hardline 

authoritarian practices, as Anne Applebaum describes in Twilight of Democracy (2020). 

In discussion with Steve Inskeep, Applebaum speaks to the likely fate of democracies:  

 

Almost every democracy in history ended in authoritarianism, starting with ancient Greece and 
Rome… So everybody who founded and created democratic systems has always been aware of 
how fragile they can be. (NPR, 2020) 

  

The need for this play did not just stem from my interest in Russian culture, or the Arctic 

as a space for drama, but a deep concern for the political situation in and outside of 

Russia. I do this because I am aware that theatre has the power to educate as well as 

entertain, and that the role of good theatre should be to sustain democracy in society - by 

asking questions of our leaders, by championing the causes of its people, by reimagining 

our history, and presenting possible futures. Simply put, my art is not neutral, I do not 

believe in artistic neutrality, my work is developed to explore the political. This core belief  

of my practice is reflected in the playwrights who have influenced the literature review of 

this project. 
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This research was begun in response to the territory of Svalbard and the novelty of 

Pyramiden as a Soviet ruin. It was started by a desire to explore the history of the 

structures, but then became a reaction to the meaning of Pyramiden, what it represented 

to the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation. It exists as a monument to the ambition 

of continuous Russian states to establish a global presence, and dominate the Arctic, it 

also illustrates the civilisational overreach and economic strain that comes with such 

dreams of empire. This story of a society’s rise and fall, captured by an Arctic outpost on 

the fringe of the Soviet sphere, could be told through a human drama about post-

communist nostalgia and fractious national identity that followed the dissolution of the 

USSR. Finally, it allowed me to engage seriously with complex topics as a playwright; 

questions on nationalism, on individual memory shaping identity, and how we perform 

these identities. These issues were discussed and developed in conversation with my 

supervisors over an extended period, benefitting my practice as a writer and a researcher.  
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Field Report 

____________________________________________ 

 

Figure ii. Pyramiden signage. 

In Witness Onstage, Molly Flynn addresses the cataclysmic cultural changes that were 

created by the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991: 

As the fault lines of Eastern European cultural memory continue to lead to violence and conflict 
in Russia and other former Soviet countries it has become increasingly vital for artists and 
academics to do the diff icult work of reprocessing the Socialist past in the present. The 
significance of Soviet history remains of crucial consequence throughout the region [and the 
rest of the world] (Flynn, 2020:51) 

As the memories of communism recede, the differences in perception of this period 
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have reshaped national boundaries and given energy to longstanding historical 

rivalries between Russia and the west. A point of both tension and cooperation is 

Svalbard, the international treaty territory of Norway, where Russia has staked 

centuries of interest. The Russian Arctic story reached its high-water mark in Svalbard; 

there the Soviet Union established three settlements to provide coal for its northern 

cities and later provided an economic outpost in a NATO member state. My field 

research documents the abandoned town of Pyramiden, once home to over a 

thousand residents, now uninhabited except for seasonal guides who have turned the 

settlement into a time-capsule tourist experience.  

This research project began by travelling to Pyramiden to conduct a phenomenological 

investigation of the settlement. The phenomenology would arise from this lived 

experience in the town, communicating details which cannot be documented in 

photographs, or articulated through text (Neubauer et al, 2019:91). Writing this play 

would require a developed understanding of Pyramiden and this would require me to 

look beyond text-based sources. To understand the physical layout of the settlement 

in which the play would be set I would need a more substantial insight than the 

disconnected photographs of landscapes and interiors offered by the photojournal 

Persistent Memories (Andreassen et al, 2010). To write believable characters in this 

setting, I needed to appreciate the difficulty of Arctic life; a hostile climate, the nature 

of settlements built in permafrost, and the ongoing effects of climate change that 

threaten the region, and I felt that by visiting the archipelago myself I could begin to 

understand these complex issues. Finally, if I was to create characters with rich 

personal histories then I felt it was vital to meet Svalbard residents to gather anecdotes 
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and personal stories, to try and build a more complete image of life in these remote 

settlements – and of the sort of individual who thrives in this environment. A 

phenomenological approach to research was essential; not only to settle technical 

issues around authentic setting and character, but to incorporate the spontaneous 

encounters of my journey into the text itself.  

 

Figure iii. Guide with Rifle. 

My first impression of Pyramiden was in the landscape it presented; settled in the 
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shallow valley of Billefjorden, Pyramiden looked insignificant next to the peaks either 

side of it and the stark point of Mount Pyramiden from where the town received its 

name. The flag of the Russian Federation flew from the dockyard crane; beyond was 

a ramshackle pipeline trailing away in the direction of my destination. The waterways 

across Svalbard are frozen during winter, rendering the settlement inaccessible for 

several months of the year - reached only by overland travel or helicopter. Before 

widespread adoption of the latter, Pyramiden was essentially an island in the polar 

night, cut off from regular support from the mainland or its neighbouring settlements. 

For this reason, there is evidence of a self-sustaining society embedded in  the ruin I 

visited; the indoor collective farm which produced much of the settlement’s food, the 

cafeteria which operated on cashless distribution of meals, and the wealth of cultural 

buildings for residents. Andreasson quotes a Trust Arktikugol company representative 

of Pyramiden: 

Most of the [organic refuse of the settlement] does not end up [in landfill] here. This is not 
refuse - it is a resource… In fact our food remains a large part of what we feed to the animals. 
We also have a deposit for animal manure… we use [it] in our greenhouse… Why should we 
throw away [industrial chemicals]? We hardly have enough paint for maintaining our buildings. 
We certainly don’t throw away paint… Accumulators [and batteries]. They are very expensive 
- and contain valuable components. We ship those back to the mainland for recirculation. 
(Andreassen et al, 2010: 86) 

Pyramiden was not only a settlement designed to function in polar isolation, it was a 

community of practical people who did not waste resources. In this space, there was 

not only a rejection of capitalism, but of a rejection the fast consumer culture which 

was celebrated during and after the time of Perestroika. 
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Figure iv. Approach to helipad. 

The towering sign in front of the settlement invokes a rising pyramid, topped with a 

four-pointed star reaching skywards. The Arctic shares that same place in the Russian 

imagination as space; a heroic setting of struggle against a hostile environment and a 

source of national pride (Emmerson, 2010:3-4). The Arctic explorers of the early Soviet 

era would become celebrated national icons, mirroring the same celebration of Soviet 

cosmonauts decades later. Similarly, the workers who lived in Pyramiden were 

engaged in breaking down the final frontiers of nature, attempting to create a 

sustainable settlement which operated on communist principles. Reimagining 

Pyramiden as a project to build socialism in a place hostile to human habitation 

reminded me of the cosmonauts; pioneers at work in a hostile place, serving the Soviet 
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Union with highly technical skilled labour. Svalbard proved a dress rehearsal for the 

Soviet Union’s aspirations for space, using science to achieve long term ambitions 

which could be realised without having to consider preexisting civilisations (Pearlman, 

2019:85). Both these settings offered frontiers for socialist expansion.  The ideological 

symbolism of the settlement might be an interesting draw to tourists, and cater to a 

romantic image of the Arctic (Lafferty, 2019), but Pyramiden was more than just a set 

of empty buildings, it became a community of over a thousand people, which makes 

its demise a genuine tragedy.  

To recognise Pyramiden as a ruin of community is to give it a new meaning; where I 

had once expected to find an austere, heavily policed culture, and the physical ruins 

of a state security apparatus, I instead found myself looking over pictures of families 

and gatherings in settings familiar to my own home. Several celebrations are 

displayed; so-called “cultural exchanges” that took place between Pyramiden and 

Norwegians in Longyearbyen, competing in sports, exchanging industrial expertise, 

and celebrating their shared Arctic culture: 
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Figure v. Inside the Cultural Palace. 

 

the healthy relation between Soviets and Norwegians on Svalbard [were] ‘free and 
unforced’… and [featured] cultural exchange (Andreassen et al, 2010:180)  
 

Amidst the trophies and photographs of the cultural palace, it became difficult to 

distinguish relics of authentic community expressions from stage-managed social 

theatre. I believe that the two are often hard to distinguish, especially now that the 

living memory of Pyramiden as settlement fades. As for the authenticity of the present, 

there is no question that the space has been turned into a tourist attraction, its remains 

have been commodified like so many communist spaces after the fall of the USSR 

(Creed in Todorova and Gille, 2010:30). I buy a t-shirt from the gift shop, I pay by debit 

card, a Russian cover of Bohemian Rhapsody plays through the shop speakers. In a 

place that was once connected to the outside world by one telephone to Barentsburg, 
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I receive 4G mobile coverage and Snapchat my friends from the cultural palace, amidst 

the works of Marx and Lenin. Instead of feeling awestruck, or unnerved by the 

emptiness of Pyramiden, I feel disassociated, far away from its values, as if we existed 

on a different planet from the society that created this place. 

 

Figure vi. Sports hall. 

The duality presented by the commodification of an anti-capitalist space produced a 

complex and useful range of feelings to develop the text from; I felt amusement at the 

absurd meeting point of Marxist-Leninism and late-capitalism, the unachieved meeting 

the unsustainable. Marxist-Leninism, as practiced within the Soviet Union, would 

ultimately prove a failure, and neoliberal ideology is ill equipped to deal with existential 

threats; economic disparity, pandemics, and climate change. Both realities are 
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presented by the landscape of Pyramiden, a monument to Soviet hubris and the 

ongoing decay of the Russian Federation. 

Yet the strongest feeling was of neglect that stemmed from the loss of a whole way of 

life, the ongoing fascination for the community that had existed here, and a 

melancholic desire for an alternative to capitalist society. A Russian word that could 

describe this longing is toska - which linguist Anna Weirzbiecka defines as:  

Elements of something similar to melancholy, something similar to boredom, and something 
similar to yearning are blended together and are all present at the same time, even though 
different contexts may highlight different components of this complex but unitary concept. 
(1992:171) 

It is not just nostalgia, it is a desire to return to a place you have never been to, a place 

that maybe never was to begin with. The dream of the Soviet Arctic lies in the 

imaginary, and now exists only in memory, real or imagined. Pyramiden is a physical 

expression of toska, a manifestation of the optimism and ideals of the Soviet Union 

after the terror of Stalin. This overwhelming feeling of toska led directly to the character 

of Sasha; unable to reconcile with the end of his world, representative of post -

communist nostalgia as a “rupture between past and present” (Creed in Todorova and 

Gille, 2010:37). As for the present, my guide, a Russian woman born after the 

dissolution of the USSR, spoke dispassionately about the Soviet relics, devoid of any 

romanticism, as if they were as alien to her as they were to the tourists. This alienation 

from a shared past formed the basis of the character of Slava, embodying the opposing 

view to Sasha. Suddenly, a play that seemed to be based only in the text-based history 

of an Arctic mining town became a living dialogue on the Soviet experience and a 

drama about the transformation that Russia endured in the 1990s. 
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Figure vii. Guide inside social house. 

To summarise, this field research changed my perception of Pyramiden and its 

potential as an ideologically charged space. The visit drastically altered my plan for 

the stage play; from a play covering the entire length of the settlement’s history   with 

no fixed central characters, to a drama about two opposing characters locked in a 

conflict rooted in their shared motherland. Nightlands became less fixated on the ruin 

and its history instead became a discussion about what their country was to become. 

The play now tackles themes such as national identity in the globalised twenty-first 

century, the changing shape of the Arctic, and the crossroads of Russian society prior 

to the presidency of Vladimir Putin. Yet, it also engages in interpersonal themes that 

attempt to speak to all audiences; the effects of austerity culture, the effects of 

collective nostalgia - and how these issues are often interlinked. In looking to 
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Pyramiden, I expected to find a ghostly image of the past, but in its place, I saw an 

opaque mirror of my own country, and our own developing existential crises. 

Pyramiden serves as a case study for how societies evolve and decline, its existence 

reflects the societal collapse and political change that sweeps people from the earth 

and leaves only ruins. 
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Methodology 

____________________________________________ 

This chapter will outline the research methodology employed throughout this project. To 

do this, I will first detail the types of research I have undertaken. This will be followed by 

a summary of my data collection. Finally, I will conclude this chapter with an evaluation 

of how useful this methodology has proven for this research and my wider creative 

practice.  

  

This project began with a research trip to Pyramiden in October 2019. This guided visit to 

was under the supervision of Trust Arktikugol. As an exercise in phenomenological 

research, special effort was made to document the settlement through photography, in 

line with the approach of Persistent Memories (Andreasson et al, 2010). My time in 

Svalbard was also used to gather anecdotal information from residents about Arctic living 

conditions, the economic situation of the colony towns, and the effects of extended 

darkness in the winter months. These pieces of information, along with my impressions 

of the Svalbard residents I met, would form the basis of the characters in the play. It was 

important that the characters came primarily from a place of emotional truth, as I believe 

it should be the emotional journey of characters - not history - that holds the drama 

together,: because history may give us stakes and context, but an audience needs to care 

about what they are seeing, and who is speaking. In this respect, the character of Slava 

emerges from the post-Soviet generation who grew up in the 1990s and associates the 

USSR with decline and looks at Pyramiden as a museum piece, not as an emotionally 
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resonant set of symbols. By contrast, the character of Sasha was built to embody the 

nostalgia typical of the older generation born at the height of Soviet power. 

 

To strengthen the historical content of the play, I developed each draft through 

interdisciplinary text-based research into both Arctic and Russian history and this has 

been an ongoing part of my devising process. As a research-led playwright, these texts 

gave historical and political truth to the characters, giving them backgrounds rooted in the 

historical accounts of the Soviet Arctic and early Russian Federation, creating believable 

origins for their emotional journeys. Reading these factual texts was paired with forays 

into more subjective realms; exploring oral history and the role of nostalgia in Russian 

society. 

 

In order to support the creative output of the project, research was conducted on the 

process of playwriting; developing scripts through drafts, understanding the structure of 

plays and the archetypal characters that a writer may use to tell a story. In addition to 

technical study, I read from a variety of playwrights, attempting to hone my skills by 

reading accomplished writers and seeing the final product of the craft realised in many 

different styles. 

 

How data has been collected 

Alongside inspiring aspects of the text, photography from this project features in this 

thesis and was shown in the Imagining An Island symposium (Reid, 2020). Further 

reflections on the field work were collated into research presentations given in October 
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2019, along with written blog contributions towards academic conferences. The 

photographs featured were taken personally, but I have also been inspired by the work of 

photographer Gonçalo Duarte Pacheco - whom I met during my stay in Longyearbyen. 

His photo journal Weightless (2020) has also informed the visuals of this thesis. The many 

small pieces of information I gathered informally; about the climate, the international 

culture of Svalbard, and the history of its colonisation, have filtered through to the final 

creative output as lines spoken through the characters in casual conversation, the same 

format from which they had emerged.  

 

Beyond this, the parallel research from secondary text-based sources has continued 

throughout the devising process and is reflected in the tonal shift from spoken history to 

a more informal, polyphonic exploration of identity - one that is prone to contradiction and 

reflects a more accurate image of how history and culture influences our identity in an 

uneven fashion. This emphasis on oral history has influenced the way I write dialogue, 

going from a first draft which read like a spoken word history of Svalbard, to a play that 

feels more like a conversation – even if that means not realising every piece of research 

through dialogue. This text-based learning has led to detailed avenues for the text to 

explore; Russian drinking culture, the use of referenda in public life, and the 

intergenerational split of national identity, have all emerged from discussions about 

research and are reflected in the play. This is a central part of my methodology; and has 

allowed me to navigate conflicting perspectives from a complex era and create a text that 

feels believable, rooted in a degree of verisimilitude despite its fiction.   
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Other tools and sources that have been a part of this process 

Due to the impact of Covid-19, this research project has been more digitised than I had 

initially planned; with a shift to online resources, attending digital seminars, and having to 

switch the format of all supervision meetings to video conferences. 

 

In the absence of live performance, an increased influence has come from film, this has 

manifested in the devising process and the overall tone of the play. The Chernukha genre, 

defined by the films of Andrey Zvyagintsev and Yuri Bykov, present naturalistic portrayals 

of poverty and provincial corruption in contemporary Russia, alongside Bela Tarr’s 

Sátántangó (1994), which tackles post-communist nostalgia through long form cinema.  

These films are humanising narratives, based in realism, eager to highlight the blindspots 

of post-communist society, and the continued neglect of those living in the economic 

periphery of post-communist states (Walker, 2017). In addition to this, I was influenced 

by the short film Pyramiden: Population 6 (Beazley, 2016), a film that I first saw when 

promoted by National Geographic several years ago. It was through this film that I first 

learned about Pyramiden, seeing the settlement through the eyes of resident guide 

Alexander ‘Sasha’ Romanovsky, following his daily ritual of leading tour groups, patrolling 

the settlement, learning Spanish, and playing the guitar. Rewatching this film gave me 

focus ahead of my research trip, and I have since revisited it, and other travel videos, to 

further cement the physical environment of Pyramiden in my process. 

 

To refine the text, I have received informal feedback from my peers between the second 

and third drafts, in addition to formal feedback from creative mentor Matthew Zajac 
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throughout the process. Often, I have been alerted to oversights in communicating 

historical events – where they have been unclear or do not fit properly into dialogue. This 

process of continually redrafting has unmistakably improved the text itself and has led to 

many changes to the play’s story, as each time I redraft a scene I am made to rethink its 

purpose and what it is communicating to readers and potential theatre audiences. More 

frequently, I am reminded that the research must inform the creative practice, but the play 

must stand alone as an emotive piece of art. Therefore, I have used feedback with my 

creative mentor and others to retain the humanity of the characters, the end products of 

these intangible forces of identity, environment, and memory. 

 

Evaluation of research methodologies 

I chose to conduct a phenomenological approach to field work in order to follow the 

successful methodology of Persistent Memories, as I believed that this would allow me to 

produce striking dramatic work and a thesis that supported my vision and explained my 

research. I believe that I could never have written seriously about this topic without visiting 

Pyramiden. The scale, remoteness, and hostility of the environment is very different to 

my usual temperate climate, living in the Scottish Highlands. This environment had to be 

experienced first hand in order to write with any authenticity. As a result of this 

phenomenological approach, the play became less about the physical buildings and more 

about what they represented and the community that developed in Pyramiden over the 

time of its operation and decommissioning. I was struck by the solitary lifestyle of the 

resident guides: their duty of care to the structure and the memory of what was once a 

society organised around Marxist-Leninist principles, while also serving the capitalist 
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interests of Trust Arktikugol and the Russian Federation. Yet, I was conscious this was a 

curated view of Pyramiden; presented in a highly rehearsed tour, under the armed 

protection of our guide, prohibited to investigate the ruin alone. This experience 

contrasted with the squatter-explorer approach of Andreassen’s team, who camped in 

Pyramiden when it was a genuine ruin yet to be commodified. However, without this 

limited field research, I would never have identified the two opposing strands that live in 

the Russian-Soviet soul: a desire to return to the past, and the ambition to escape it. 

 

Combined with this field work, the text-based scholarship provided a strong factual 

underpinning to the characters and history behind the setting. This continuous style of 

learning contributed to the changing way in which history informed the play as my learning 

became more specific and increasingly drew from oral history.  

 

I believed that my process as a writer could be improved by reading texts on the specific  

aspects of playwriting; how to structure a text and create compelling characters. I believed 

that such things could be devised analytically, like a science, and laid out in easily 

understood diagrams of where each element of the style could be found. I have learned 

that this runs in opposition to how I devise work, which is more informed by an empirical 

approach of seeing and reading plays in action. This part of my research, while not directly 

successful, allowed me to understand what benefits my practice and what does not. The 

most fruitful development of my practice came from reading plays, not guides on how to 

write them. This gradual understanding of what aided the devising process is explored in 

the literature review. By seeing the practical outcome of the craft, discovering and 
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enjoying new playwrights not only broadened my own understanding of stage plays, it 

expanded my theatrical vocabulary, and inspired me to be more ambitious in my own 

project. 

 

Methodology Conclusion 

In conclusion, this project has sought to blend phenomenological field work with 

conventional text-based scholarship; creating a continuous dialogue between 

methodologies. This project has drawn from unexpected wells of inspiration in 

photography and film, as well as sources I expected to be a part of my research project; 

plays, performance case studies, Arctic and Russian history. More than this, it has led me 

to analyse these areas through nostalgia. Taken together, this methodology presents a 

truly interdisciplinary approach, acknowledging that such an approach is vital when 

engaging in a complex space such as the Arctic, a space that is historically seen, falsely, 

as a blank canvas onto which cultures and people have projected themselves. To tell a 

story in this space, I could not see it as a project based only in theatre studies, it had to 

draw on memory studies, history and geopolitics in order to deliver a story equal to its 

setting. 
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Literature Review 

____________________________________________ 

This chapter will review the literature consulted during the research and writing process. 

It looks to outline specific instances where texts allowed me a greater insight into my lines 

of inquiry, and how that has contributed to improvements in the final creative output. 

 

Arctic and Russian History 

This research project is based in a wide selection of fields; drawing on Soviet culture, the 

political history of the Russian Federation, post-communist nostalgia, and the Arctic. 

While these areas have been touched by the field work conducted in October 2019, most 

of my project emerged from text-based research into these topics.  

 

The first aspect of my text-based research into the culture, politics and history of the Arctic 

came with Persistent Memories (Andreassen et al, 2010), a photo journal of field work 

conducted in Pyramiden before its 2007 reopening by the Russian government. This 

piece provided a central text from which the history of the settlement was drawn and 

established the themes and tone of the creative project; an exploration of memory, the 

setting of an abandoned place and all the meaning that a ruin can have beyond its time 

as a set of livable structures. Developing the context for the piece was further improved 

by Charles Emmerson’s Future History of the Arctic (2010), which offered a 

comprehensive introduction to the Arctic’s complex geopolitical past and its future as a 

source of global tensions. For a layman like myself, these two texts created a foundation 
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of what made the Arctic an enduring place in our collective imagination, loaded with 

symbolic, thematic and actual power that could be harnessed in a piece of theatre. 

 

Yet, the Arctic does not exist in total isolation from the rest of the world, with many 

countries staging projects of national ambition in Arctic and Sub-Arctic spaces. These 

colonial ventures not only show the difficulty of Arctic habitation, they reveal truths about 

the colonial powers themselves. This has been the case with Russia and its relationship 

to the north, particularly in the late twentieth century during its transition from part of the 

Soviet Union to the Russian Federation. As Andreassen et al state, the austerity that 

arose from this period led to a global contraction of Russian influence worldwide, and 

would impact Russia’s presence on Svalbard, leading to the closure of Pyramiden in 1998 

(2010:180). To study this time of political and economic turmoil, I read Resurrection 

(Remnick, 1997), and Russia’s Stillborn Democracy?: From Gorbachev to Yeltsin (Gill 

and Marwick, 2000), detailed histories of the fractious Russian Federation after the 

collapse of the USSR and before the rise of Vladimir Putin. In addition to these analytical 

texts, I have relied on more discursive non-fiction sources such as Anne Garrels’ Putin 

Country, which explores the contemporary history of Chelyabinsk (the hometown of the 

character Slava) through oral history, and Svetlana Alexeivich’s Second-Hand Time 

(2019), which acts as a much broader polyphonic account of the Russian people’s 

struggle with their own complicated past. These texts proved extremely useful for creating 

the cultural background of the play, attempting to capture what was described by 

Alexievich in an Oxford University lecture as the “history of the Russian-Soviet soul” 

(Alexievich, 2016). This blending of broad national history with stories of interpersonal 
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memory was incredibly exciting, and offered new avenues for research into characters, 

hopefully leading to the creation of more authentic voices based on oral accounts. 

 

History has its limits, and in a project with so much emphasis on individual beliefs and 

perspectives of the past, objectivity becomes increasingly unreliable as a concept. Events 

themselves are not neutral, and a phenomenological project needed to be strengthened 

by an understanding of subjective experience of the communist past and capitalist 

present of Russia. While Alexeivich’s Second-Hand Time covers an extensive range of 

perspectives, I have found the most focus on the subjectivity of memory in her book Last 

Witness (2019), a collection of individual accounts of former Soviet citizens who grew up 

during the chaos of the Great Patriotic War (World War Two). This text not only depicted 

the unreliable, dreamlike foci of memory - which would influence how the characters in 

the play discuss their own past - it provided a framework for Soviet identity, placing the 

trauma of the war as the genesis of Soviet and contemporary Russian identity.  

 

Like all complex relationships between the self and nation, there are shared collective 

traumas, but also collective ambitions and dreams that, after the dissolution of the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, manifest themselves as nostalgia, as the unrealised 

potentials of the past, or even romanticism for life under the Soviet system. This 

phenomenon was researched by reading Post-Communist Nostalgia (Todarova and Gille, 

2010) but was inescapably a part of my process from the very start, with the concept of 

nostalgia running through all of my contextual research, revealing itself to be a universal 

part of the modern Russian psyche and essential to the creation of the final play. 
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Playwriting and Dramaturgy 

The most persistent challenge during the writing process was connecting complex 

ideological questions of identity, history, and politics to the text. It required a thorough 

interrogation of my methods as a writer and prompted a new approach to research into 

my practice. I began the process of developing my method by reading guides on 

playwriting practice; books that described writing exercises and the fundamental elements 

of play structure, character, and setting. Reading the text Meander, Spiral, Explode 

(Alison 2019) invited me to consider non-linear structures, which defined my early process 

when I first imaged Nightlands as a text operating without fixed time, covering a range of 

historical flashpoints in the character’s lives.  

 

By contrast, Molly Flynn’s study of Russian documentary theatre, Witness Onstage 

(2020), prompted research into verbatim and historical performances in contemporary 

Russia; revealing that sincere truth, Brechtian satire, and individual perceptions of cultural 

memory are often interwoven through modern performances about the difficult legacy of 

the Soviet era (2020:119), implicitly acknowledging their complexity, aware of their own 

inability to answer the questions they raise. This highlighted how plays could be dialectical 

discussions and cover broad ideas within a closed setting and time, retaining their 

linearity. What was also shown through this research was that political drama discussing 

this period tended to be magical realist in nature; using theatre as a means of promoting 

discussion of complex historical and social ideas, stemming from a mixture of imaginative 

and factual sources. I have found that the most compelling form of this kind of dialectical 
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political drama is found where metaphorical imagination and historical truth come 

together. Flynn highlights an example of this in chapter five of her text, citing the work of 

Talgat Batalov and his solo autobiographical performance Uzbek; delivered in the style 

of “documentary stand-up” (2020:119). Uzbek is the story of one man’s immigration from 

Tashkent to Moscow in the late 2000s, which can also be read as a commentary on 

fragmentary national identity and migration in a Post-Soviet landscape. It was key for my 

research to explore not only how plays are written, but where they come from; what 

provokes the creation of stories, and how they are founded in concerns about the wider 

world. Texts regarding documentary theatre and historical dramas of this period seem to 

reveal the same thematic preoccupations - a lasting split with the Soviet past, unresolved 

cultural tensions in the present, and a need to reconcile ongoing political grievances for 

future generations. In the same way, I believe that political drama in the UK is written for 

similar purposes, as Stephen Jeffreys writes: 

 

I think there is a real hunger for [dialectical] political writing in the UK… because theatre can 
elevate political discourse in a way we just don’t f ind on Question Time, or even in well-researched 
articles in the newspapers. Plays can embody ideas - and that is very exciting… Characters can 
inhabit ideas, rather than just speak about them (Jeffreys, 2019:143)  

 

The need to inhabit ideas and explore them through character led me back towards 

technical research. The most useful of the practical guides to playwriting I read was 

Playwriting (2019) by Stephen Jeffreys, which cites examples of the techniques it 

discusses, allowing for each type of method to be given proper context. Detailed across 

the chapter on theatrical logic, Jeffreys captures the type of play that Nightlands sets out 

to be - a dialectical text. He states: 
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You take on two different ideas set in opposition to each other - the thesis and the antithesis… 
The key, though, is to understand what the ideas are and to take them a little further. In dialectical 
reasoning, there is a conflict between the thesis and antithesis, and from this a third idea emerges: 
the synthesis… test out the weaknesses of both sides of the argument, in order to find some sort 
of resolution. (2019:142) 

 

The thesis of the text lies in the promise of early Russian democracy; of neoliberal reforms 

taking hold in Russia as they did in other former Soviet republics, and this is embodied in 

the character of Slava. She carries all the optimism of newfound political freedoms, while 

coupled with the destitution that came with economic shock therapy. The antithesis of this 

lies in Sasha, written to embody the post-communist nostalgia experienced by the older 

generations who lived most of their lives as Soviet citizens. While the degree of Sasha’s 

devotion to communist ideology is deliberately kept vague, he expresses his belief in 

Soviet nationalism and one-party rule. This play explores two dialectically opposed 

visions of Russia; and both sides deserve exploration with a level of objectivity, probing 

the shortcomings of each of these viewpoints through the actions in the text. As a writer 

raised in the West, who has lived his life under neoliberal values, it was very important 

for me to consider both my conscious and unconscious bias when writing this intercultural 

text, as Jeffreys highlights later in the chapter: 

 

Don’t make opponents of your own political position (whatever it is) look like idiots, because they 
usually aren’t… A good political play, using a dialectical structure, should build up the ideas of the 
opposition not to knock them down but to disarm them (2019:143) 

 

Though a character’s ideas may be reprehensible, it doesn’t create compelling conflict 

when one character is always correct and the other is always wrong. Such is the case 

with modern Russia, where research has revealed that political freedoms came at the 

cost of basic economic security for many living through the 1990s (Garrels, 2016:6). To 

complete the conflict, a synthesis is established as Slava hurts Sasha, and herself, before 
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realising that their situation is shared – and that the way out of Russia’s political nightmare 

must be through solidarity across generations. The synthesis presented here is the 

descent into a violent authoritarian nationalism as practiced by the modern Russian 

Federation, embodied by Slava’s violence, followed by a hopeful ending, speculating on 

the promise of a post-Putin Russia. Although Jeffreys introduced interesting terms for 

concepts already in my development process, his citations of practical examples led to  

research that directly impacted the writing process - targeted reading of contemporary 

plays. 

 

Plays 

Close reading and study of contemporary work has been the most transformative element 

of my research. Taking my focus back to the practical result of theory became a central 

part of my journey. The overwhelming need to tackle ambitious, sweeping themes is 

made less daunting when reading the work of successful playwrights applying their craft 

with skill, often telling complex stories in communicable and affecting ways.  

 

An early influence in my style has been Sarah Kane, a famously avant-garde playwright 

of the in-yer-face theatre movement that emerged from British theatre in the 1990s. 

Kane’s work is based on eliciting intense audience responses; her style shakes any 

apathy from viewers and confronts the difficult and disturbing realities of the body, 

violence, and mental health. In my view, Blasted (1995), Sarah Kane’s first play, is the 

most distilled realisation of her style, a three-hander exploring the disassociation between 

violence committed overseas and violence that occurs behind closed doors. The text 
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begins in a hotel room, showing an abusive relationship between a middle-aged male 

journalist (Ian) and a much younger woman (Cate) culminating in the woman suffering a 

seizure while being sexually assaulted. The second half of the play sees the hotel room 

destroyed by artillery, a soldier enters and loots the space, confronting Ian and confessing 

his many terrible crimes, the soldier then rapes him before committing suicide. The play 

was the subject of scandal upon its release, but Kane defended her work: “a play about 

a middle-aged male journalist who rapes a young woman and is raped and mutilated 

himself can’t have endeared me to a theatre full of middle-aged male critics” (Kane in 

Sierz, 2016). There is a radical honesty in how Kane writes and discusses her work, 

unafraid of tackling these taboo subjects to deliver sincere political messages about how 

society is ordered. Kane is quoted in an interview, shortly after the play’s debut at Royal 

Court theatre, describing it as a response to the ethnic cleansing of the Bosnian War: 

 

My intention was to be absolutely truthful about abuse and violence. All of the violence in the play 
has been carefully plotted and dramatically structured to say what I want about war. The logical 
conclusion of the attitude that produces an isolated rape in England is the [same that produces] 
rape camps in Bosnia. And the logical conclusion to the way society expects men to behave is 
war. (Bayley, 1995) 

 

In Blasted, the violence shown on stage is not the message but rather it is the medium - 

it gets the attention of audiences and cuts through to deliver its point: that medieval acts 

of violence are committed today and that the darkest impulses in people have not gone 

away but are often weaponised into forms of implicitly tolerated state-sanctioned brutality. 

The text is rich with allegory, presenting a dramatic conflict that is deliberately 

representative of an actual conflict. In much the same way, Nightlands is a play that finds 

its origins in the trauma of the 1990s; Russian austerity culture and Post-Soviet border 

conflicts feed into the protagonist’s reckoning with her past while stationed in Pyramiden. 
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It is the emotive nature of Kane’s work that I admire, the act of taking events that we 

perceive through selective media filters (sexual violence and war) and making them an 

inescapable part of the drama, graphic and shocking by design. In the same way, I hope 

to also tackle difficult and evocative themes with unpretentious honesty in this creative 

project and future work. The very same descent into violence is used in my text to highlight 

the end point of the dialectical conflict presented; that the clash between Soviet 

nationalism and Russian neoliberalism produced the conditions necessary for the rise of 

authoritarian capitalism in Russia. 

 

Another influence from this confrontational genre of writing is Scottish playwright Gregory 

Burke, most known for his state-of-the-nation drama Black Watch (2006), which tackles 

issues of class, the lasting legacy of empire, and the conflicts that continually stem from 

colonialism - all themes that Nightlands touches on within an entirely different context. 

Yet, it was Burke’s first play Gagarin Way (2001), that links strongly with my project, 

capturing a perfect blend of character-driven drama, rooted in reality, with a set of political 

questions at its heart, seeping into the dialogue and creating a powerful discussion on 

changing class dynamics in the twenty-first century. The play is set in the former industrial 

heartlands of Scotland, inside an electronics warehouse, a symbol post-industrial 

economics; and the transition from a resource and manufacturing based economy to one 

based in services and consumer products. The characters have kidnapped Frank, 

someone they assume to be a member of the ruling class, they plan to murder him in an 

act of revolutionary violence. Yet, their plan quickly unravels as Frank is revealed to be 

little more than a middleman in a global machine of corporate capital: 
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Frank: He thinks capitalism can be domesticated… They don’t realise how powerless they are. 
They don’t understand… and you won’t make them… You want arrogance? Greed? Stupidity? 
Look around. There’s no need for defences when something’s  everywhere. That’s why you’re 
beat… You’re no a threat, you’re no even an alternative… Get on with it.  
 
Gary: But if you willnay defend yourself then… we canny kill him… It willnay mean anything  
 
Eddie: It means fuck all anyway. (Burke, 2001:86) 

 

Gagarin Way is an angry piece of theatre, bursting with frustration and the desire for 

change, as well as nostalgia for a time of greater class solidarity. It builds to the point 

where the only escalation left is violence, regardless of whether it is morally right, or if it 

meets their political goals. It perfectly captures the slow burn of class tensions and of the 

communities left behind by deindustrialisation that Burke would discuss again in Black 

Watch. As a writer living in Scotland, writing about Russia, I have learned from Gagarin 

Way that class consciousness applies to the context of Scotland in the same way it does 

for post-dissolution Russia. In both we can see an ideological battlefield of traditional 

socialist legacy, a present situation of widespread austerity, and regional deprivation far 

removed from politically distant capitals. Taken to its extremity, Nightlands places its 

action in the Arctic periphery partly to highlight this disenfranchisement.  

 

Both Blasted and Gagarin Way provided tense drama, set in small spaces, representative 

of wider ideological forces. In the same vein, Kieran Hurley’s Mouthpiece (2018) is a 

dialogue on class and the responsibilities of artists to tell ethical stories, to speak with 

authenticity about political and social concerns and not exploit people through their 

practice. This text is a sobering exercise in realising my own responsibilities and limits as 
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a writer, and it has been part of my process as I try to tell the story of this complex period 

of history. 

 

Literature Review Summary 

Collectively, these plays, when taken together with my wider research, informed my 

learning and the devising process that has led to Nightlands. My ambition has always 

been to create work that is interdisciplinary; aware of the substantial overlap between 

places, cultures, and people, acknowledging that there can be no clean cut exploration of 

only one of these areas, that knowledge and expression emerge from contexts and bleed 

into one another, becoming inseparable. My desire to tell a story about one place has 

become an exploration of many places that belong to many people, and a history that 

stretches beyond the contemporary period into the deep past, finding its roots in our 

colonial relationship to the natural world.  
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Evaluation of Creative Output 

____________________________________________ 

In order to gauge the success of this creative project I have chosen to evaluate how it has 

tackled the three core themes of study. These themes are the Arctic as a space for drama, 

along with contemporary Russian identity, both of which were part of my initial proposal, 

and post-communist nostalgia - which has emerged from my research and the 

development process.  

 

The Arctic 

This project began with an interest in an Arctic space; a ruin that had been preserved by 

Svalbard’s Arctic environment, which was unique in its global northerness. The Arctic is 

central to understanding Nightlands, and the study of it formed the basis of my initial 

research. I have addressed Svalbard’s physical position in the Arctic and the Atlantic by 

emphasising its place as a string of transnational coastal settlements, capturing the sea, 

the climate, the wind, and topography of Svalbard - the shaping factors of northern coastal 

culture (Reeploeg in Giles et al 2014:221). In doing this, I have veered into a more lyrical 

style, in order to convey the extreme Arctic environment within the medium of theatre: 

 

SLAVA: ...I have this dream sometimes, in it I can fly up and see the rise and fall of the Arctic.  I 
can see a hundred-million years of it; this big white flower atop the globe; all blooming and 
collapsing, again and again, like the beating heart of the world. And I’m above it all, not a part of 
it, but something more than just a person. It’s nice to dream. To have dreams. Even if they can’t 
be real (2020:81) 
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In Nightlands, the Arctic is more than an exotic backdrop, it is examined as an extension 

of Russian ambition, exploring the strategic role the Arctic has played over centuries, and 

will continue to play as climate change exposes new resources for exploitation. An 

expanded Arctic frontier increases the chances of conflict, as Neal Shea writes:  

 

Norway shares Arctic land and sea borders with Russia, and tension between the two nations has 
risen in recent years. Some observers worry that future disputes between the neighbors over 
fishing or mineral rights could pull the NATO alliance into a conflict for which it is unprepared 
(2019)  

 

Yet conflict in this region, as argued by Charles Emmerson, does not have to be a military 

one (2010:344). It is fought in many languages, between cultures, and competing 

economic theories. In simple terms - the Arctic is losing its Arctic-ness. As its natural 

barriers break down, it is opened up to increased human interference, a world that Slava 

depicts for us: 

 

SLAVA: ...There are no trees on Svalbard but one day there will be; these waist-high forests of 
little conifers. One day, they might cover the land from the shores to the mountains. It’ll all be 
made green and the small towns here will be spread across a thousand new islands...  
 
SASHA: ...What fantasy! What vision! The world cannot be as you describe it (2020:131) 

 

The split in opinion on how the Arctic is to be used by states; with Slava advocating 

diplomacy and cooperation, and Sasha boasting of Russian strength, mirrors this 

increasingly fractious relationship between Arctic nations. This new frontier coupled with 

a rebirth of Cold War paranoia is reflected in Sasha’s remarks that Pyramiden is part of a 

larger geopolitical strategy to project Russian strength in the Arctic (2020:132). 

 



 
 

50 

Beyond considering the dramatic physical and political landscape of Svalbard, the Arctic 

provides us with a culturally intersectional space. At this uncertain meeting point Northern 

European, Nordic, and indigenous cultures collide, exposing the fragility of cultural bonds 

and offering a space to reconsider imperialist narratives (Reeploeg in Giles et al 

2014:216). In the unique case of Svalbard, Russia adds an additional level of conflict to 

examine. In this sense, the Arctic is the ideal setting for a political drama concerned with 

the breakup of a political union.  

 

This use of the Arctic as a cultural stage often reveals more about the outsider writing the 

story than it does about the Arctic itself (Emmerson, 2010:4), or in the case of the Soviet 

Union: 

[It] serves as an imaginary space in which western nations can play out their own crises of identity, 
without having to confront them directly... explored at a safe distance by pinning a hammer and a 
sickle to its cracked marble carcass (Rann, 2014) 

 

By using a Soviet-Arctic ruin as a psychogeographic backdrop to the drama, we could 

evaluate Nightlands as text that exorcises Western anxieties that are shared with Russia 

- forces such as nationalism, economic collapse, and imperial nostalgia – are veiled by 

Soviet-Arctic contexts. While this project was thoroughly researched, and is concerned 

with the Arctic, Russian identity, and post-communist nostalgia, I cannot completely rid 

myself of inherent bias. The text will inevitably be coloured by my own understanding of 

the relevant historico-political crises, and my own understanding of Arctic environments, 

established in the framework of a Western European, capitalist society - no matter how 

self-aware I might be of that fact.  
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While I recognise the Arctic is not a neutral space, and is filled by the characteristics and 

boundaries of its colonisers (Emmerson, 2010:99), I understand that Nightlands is a 

Soviet-Arctic story that places much emphasis on its Soviet parts, sometimes taking 

precedence over the Arctic itself. By using the Arctic as a literary device, I have fallen into 

tropes of borealism; which is defined as characterising northern spaces as dreamlike, 

isolated landscapes of symbolic conflict, a place where heroes are tested (Ljosland, 

2020). In response, I have attempted to challenge the Othering of the Arctic through the 

text by presenting alternative means of imagining the far north; looking at Svalbard’s 

unique position as a colonised land without indigenious genocide (2020:95), and as a 

space for democractic renewal (2020:134). Furthermore, instead of depicting European 

supremacy over nature, Nightlands shows the fundamental weaknesses of humanity’s 

self-appointed role as its master. This play tells an Arctic story that was researched 

thoroughly through text-based reading; however, I lacked the personal funds for a longer 

period of Arctic field work which might have benefitted the portrayal of Arctic spaces in 

the text. To remedy this for future research projects, I will conduct stronger field work; for 

a longer period, in a less curated capacity, with a standardised method of recording formal 

testimonies. If I were to repeat this process, I would have made a greater effort to prioritise 

the Arctic in my research despite shifting away from northerness and towards nostalgia. 

 

Nostalgia 

At the heart of Nightlands is a conflict between two forms of nostalgia; the reflective and 

the restorative. One that acts out nostalgia as ideology, and one that uses nostalgia as a 

tool to learn from the past, but never to return to it. These strands of nostalgia are 
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embodied by Sasha and Slava and provide the root for conflict in Nightlands. Svetlana 

Boym writes:  

 
Restorative nostalgia [which] does not think of itself as nostalgia, but rather as truth and tradit ion. 
Reflective nostalgia dwells on the ambivalences of human longing and belonging and does not 
shy away from the contradictions of modernity. Restorative nostalgia protects the absolute truth, 
while reflective nostalgia calls it into doubt. (2011) 

 

Therefore, we can interpret Nightlands as a conflict over the past, and what role it should 

play in the future. Those who live with restorative nostalgia desire “a cartoon version of 

history, and, more importantly, they want to live in it, right now” (Applebaum, 2020:75). 

Sheltered in a Soviet neverland, Sasha can live out his restorative nostalgia in Pyramiden, 

which is challenged by Slava, an outsider who sees Pyramiden as the ruin of a dead 

ideology. Slava’s use of nostalgia lies in the personal; her fixation on memories of her 

childhood, her interest in photographs and television, she reflects on the past to shape 

the future but she has no ambition to return to it, only seeking to understand it. As Boym 

states: “The fantasies of the past determined by the needs of the present have a direct 

impact on the realities of the future... nostalgia itself has a utopian dimension” (2011). In 

a world where the future is so terrifying, and the present is so painful, the past often 

appeals to us as an escape. 

 

Nostalgia opens routes for capital to further influence and shape these individuals. Sasha, 

who exists as a hermit outside of capitalism, is disturbed to see the kitsch commodification 

of his identity (2020:83), which is representative of the widespread commodification of  

Soviet aesthetics in post-communist states (Krašovec, 2011). Sasha’s life is seen as a 

novelty to be bought and sold back to him, just as Pyramiden now exists as a curated 
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tourist experience and not a genuine Soviet-Arctic ruin. We see this in the use of the ‘Back 

in the USSR’ t-shirt which Slava shows Sasha near the beginning of the play (2020:83). 

This commodified piece of Sasha’s life returns at key moments – once at the start of Act 

Two (2020:108) and again as a tourniquet for Sasha’s wounds (2020:141). Through this, 

nostalgia is at once distasteful, romantic, and healing, reflecting the contested meanings 

it has for these characters.   

 

This research project has conveyed the complexity of nostalgia, I have built this from oral 

histories of 1990s Russia, and my own experiences as a consumer of commodified 

nostalgia during my visit to Pyramiden. Nightlands overwhelmingly characterises 

restorative nostalgia as destructive, at one point even paired with climate change denial 

(2020:110), it is seen as an act that prevents healing. While reflective nostalgia is 

portrayed in a more understanding light, Slava’s problems are arguably made worse by 

dwelling on the past, and it makes her more vulnerable as a result. The play presents 

nostalgia as a force that can be healing – but is more often used to justify, commodify, or 

forget elements of the past. Additionally, the text alludes to the restorative nostalgia that 

has developed under Vladimir Putin (Hartog, 2019), which lies beyond the period of the 

play but bears fruit in neo-Stalinism, a form of historical revisionism briefly explored in the 

piece (2020:110). Nightlands contributes to the field of post-communist nostalgia by 

presenting a dialogue that invites understanding and reflection from audiences, attributing 

the onset of nostalgia to material economic changes in the characters’ lives. 
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Russian identity 

Amidst the interpersonal, individual experience of nostalgia, emerges Nightlands ’ 

commentary on contemporary Russian identity, often expressed through politics; the 

Soviet past and the transition to capitalism. In times when East/West relations are defined 

by their mutual incomprehension of one another (Hill, 2016:143), I wanted to avoid the 

generalisation of a Russia defined by strength: “By fetishising the trappings of Russian 

imperialism, western observers help to perpetuate it” (Rann, 2014). A serious 

interrogation of Russian identity, and Russian politics, must challenge the continuation of 

Cold War narratives into the twenty-first century. 

 

Nightlands reflects the confused political paranoia and apathy that allowed Vladimir Putin 

to take control of the Russian Federation; the play is set in the final weeks of Boris 

Yeltsin’s presidency, as Russia was already sliding into a leaderless form of oligarchy 

(Remnick, 1997:55), and the shadow of Putin looms over the action, unnamed but present 

all the same: 

 

SASHA: [Strength]… that's what we need, not Gorbachev, not Yeltsin, we need strength, a hero 
for the Russian people, for the whole world to look up to. 
 
SLAVA: And what? That's going to sort everything out? An action movie president?  
 
SASHA: We need someone who doesn’t play by the rules. (2020:110) 

 

Not only does this comment on the allure of populist strongmen, it speaks to their shared 

desire for national renewal, but both characters can never decide how this can be 

achieved. Sasha trusts old ideas rooted in communist dictatorship (2020:98), and Slava 

dreams of a global Svalbardian village where globalisation brings emancipation 



 
 

55 

(2020:131). Neither of these are workable solutions to escape the pressures of austerity 

politics, or capitalism in-general, what Mark Fisher calls “postcapitalist desire” (Colquhoun 

and Fisher, 2020:55). Their disagreements range from the direction of the country, of the 

true nature of Russia’s political class, and even disagreement over concept of truth itself: 

 

SASHA: Oh yes. You must believe in something. If you believe in nothing then you end up like… 
 
SASHA gestures vaguely in SLAVA’s direction.  
 
Better to believe in something, tell yourself a story. 
 
SLAVA: Even if only some is based in truth and the rest in fantasy? 
 
SASHA: It doesn’t matter. What is hate, or love? What is loyalty? Things we choose to believe. 
You say we must believe based on truth? What is the truth? Whose truth? (2020:130) 

 

Indeed, the play embraces a unique relationship with the truth, a style of post-truth that is 

perpetuated from the very top of Russian society: “The goal [of Putin’s Russia] is to 

confuse the public and to spread the idea that the truth is unknowable. It’s a form of 

epistemological warfare” (Harding, 2020). In the same vein, the audience has no idea if 

Slava is a reliable narrator. Sasha’s very existence is in doubt, the phantom phone 

conversations reveal information that upends the narrative, and the regular out of 

character interludes highlight the fictionality of a story about stories, how we construct 

ourselves based on memories and identities:  

 

SLAVA: People really shouldn’t die for stories. 
 
SASHA: That’s what most people die for. Not because something is real but because they believe 
in it. (2020:85) 
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These shared fictions are not limited to aspirational stories of socialism, or nostalgia, but 

also underpin darker elements of Russian identity; Sasha’s antisemitism reveals itself  

when discussing Mikhail Gorbachev (2020:113), a figure who lies at the root of most 

conspiracy theories about the breakup of the USSR and is often held as personally 

responsible for Russia’s decline (Alexievich, 1996:45). As Peter Kenez writes, modern 

Russian antisemitism is tied to an antimodern and anti-Western worldview (1996:143) 

which Sasha has adopted fully.  Upon reflection, it is this failure of imagination to provide 

a path for Russian renewal, freed from the baggage of the Soviet era, which gives the 

ending an ambiguous final image. As a piece of theatre, this could be seen as 

anticlimactic, the violence does not resolve the conflict, there is no catharsis, but I feel 

that is suitable for a text that continually avoids the expectations of audiences (2020:89) 

and the so-called “principles of basic storytelling” (2020:104). Amidst this exhaustion with 

form, politics, and power, the ending captures the underlying desire for stability, hope, 

and the feeling that things can get better, even if they won’t. It was these conditions that 

allowed Russian identity to become tied to Vladimir Putin through the 2000s, continuing 

into the present day (Flynn, 2020:156). The ending seeks to capture the dilemma posed 

by Svetlana Alexievich: “the choice we must make between great history and banal 

existence” (2019:65). What price must the individual pay towards a better society? To 

conclude, Nightlands represents many aspects that define the struggle for post-Soviet 

identity but is ultimately makes no conclusive recommendations. I can only attempt to 

communicate this complex period as an outsider, which I have tried to reflect within the 

text; using out of character interludes to speak directly with audiences. Yet, I must 

recognise when a story should be left open-ended. A non-Russian should not write 



 
 

57 

definitive stories on the Russian-Soviet soul. Theirs is a destiny which must, and will, be 

shaped by the Russian people.   

 

Evaluation summary 

Nightlands is a play which began as an Arctic story, then became a Soviet period drama, 

and then finally settled as a dialogue on nostalgia and what it means to be part of a 

country. The final product is admittedly experimental in its literary structure and style, and 

I hope this reflects a wide-ranging, interdisciplinary research process, and my own literary 

aesthetic. I never wish to write stories that exist only in one context, to be enjoyed by one 

specific audience, and I believe Nightlands has avoided this, and can be enjoyed by 

audiences who may be unfamiliar with the Arctic, or the breakup of the Soviet Union. 

However, my varied approach to research has enriched some aspects at the expense of 

others; while there is much discussion about the nature of memory, and broader Russian-

Soviet identity, there is less about the challenges of Arctic life, and specific history of 

Pyramiden as a settlement. Most regrettably, the crash of Vnukovo Airlines Flight 2801 in 

1996, which claimed the lives of over a hundred Russian workers on Svalbard, and is 

often cited as one factor in Pyramiden’s closure, is only briefly alluded to by Sasha in the 

final text as “grief” (2020:69). While these omissions are justified sacrifices for the sake 

of the story, this process has been a balancing act between communicating drama and 

history. Despite strong creative practice being central to this Master’s by Research, my 

future interdisciplinary study must go together with a more evenly distributed approach 

between fields.  
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Conclusion 

____________________________________________ 

This master’s by research has sought to explore Pyramiden through its legacy as an Arctic 

settlement, the memories and symbols of its Soviet past, and how this place contributes 

towards understanding contemporary Russian identity. By responding creatively 

Pyramiden, I have attempted to portray all these elements and combine them together in 

a narrative with depth.  

 

The creative practice addressed core themes developed through this interdisciplinary 

approach, which has been described in this supporting research report. This project 

began as an opportunity to study an Arctic space and a Soviet ruin, which allowed me to 

engage with Russian identity, ideas of northerness, and the fickle and dangerous nature 

of nostalgia. Furthermore, it challenged me to write about these topics in a way that was 

accessible to audiences who might be unfamiliar with the dissolution of the USSR, or the 

unique politics of Svalbard. 

 

In addition, I have documented the methodology this research has employed; and how 

this extended into text-based and digital forms of research, which has had to adapt as a 

result of Covid-19 restrictions. This exploration of methodology has included a field 

research chapter which describes my engagement with Pyramiden in October 2019, and 

images of this trip have been used to strengthen this research report.  
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There has been an evaluation of how I have engaged with the core areas of study, and I 

have highlighted elements of my approach as a writer and researcher which have 

succeeded in capturing and communicating the core research themes. 

 

I believe that the collapse of the USSR will be the event that defines the twenty-first 

century; its consequences have already proved long lasting nearly thirty years on, with 

war in Donbass, an eastward expansion of NATO, and an increasingly hostile relationship 

with a territorially diminished Russian state. How we choose to engage with the former 

states of the USSR will continue to define European geopolitics for decades to come. In 

addition, the coming crisis of tomorrow, global climate change, will redefine our 

relationship with the north, and open a new frontier for nation states to contest for 

economic and military advantage. By combining these two world-changing events, 

Nightlands creates a highly relevant drama for audiences, and invites understanding of 

these important topics. 

 

While there is no specific recommendation made by the text to solve the many crises of 

our times, there is a recurring motif of our need to understand one another. Despite 

everything, I believe Nighlands is an optimistic play that appeals to our better nature, it 

asks us to confront reality, and accept the present, no matter how painful:  

 

SASHA: ...Because even if you can’t see something, doesn’t mean it isn’t there. And it’s never 
too late for something to come back. But more than that, we can make something new. Something 
better (2020:142) 
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When we consider the global challenges facing us, I believe it is the duty of artists to 

imagine that better future, and realise that fundamental change to our world is possible. 

Although this project has been based on complex issues of international significance, it 

is ultimately a very personal, very human story about two individuals, who each see their 

past through a different lens of meaning, each learning to live in a unipolar world, a world 

without the USSR, in a new century of possibilities. 
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Perhaps in centuries to come, men will go into the Arctic as in biblical times when they withdrew 

into the desert, in search of truth. 

 
-Christiane Ritter, A Woman in the Polar Night 

 

 

 

 

In the dark times 

Will there also be singing? 

Yes, there will also be singing 

About the dark times. 

 
-Bertolt Brecht 
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Notes for staging 

I am of the personal belief that directors may choose to adapt a text in any way they wish and 

should act with as much autonomy as we would allow any other artist. That said, this text has 

been written with the topography of Pyramiden in mind. Specifically, the large prosaic space of 

the social house, the former cultural palace and one of the few Stalinist buildings in the 

settlement. 

 

The set is multipurpose and simple; a couple tables, some chairs, many books, lamps and the 

junk of late nineties consumer electronics. 

 

Nightlands is a site-sympathetic piece of theatre and should be staged outside traditional 

proscenium arch theatre spaces and instead using experimental spaces; black box theatres, 

ruined or near-ruined spaces. 

 

This play was written during the Covid-19 pandemic, in the months between December 2019 

and November 2020. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Character list 

 

SLAVA - 24 years old, from Chelyabinsk, Russian Federation. 

 

SASHA - 58 years old, from Donetsk, Ukraine.  

 

Lines said by SLAVA ACTOR or SASHA ACTOR are to be delivered out of character. 

 

 



 

 

REDACTION NOTE: 

 

The full stageplay for this thesis would follow but the author has requested a 4 
year embargo on the original version of the play that constituted the complete 
piece of work this MSc award represents. 

 
The play attached to this thesis is an early draft of Nightlands submitted in November 
2020. It does not reflect the final product which premiered at Summerhall, Edinburgh 
on August 4th 2022 as part of the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. Many elements, 
characters, and plot details were changed between these versions. As a 
consequence the author has requested that only the redacted version of the thesis is 
available here until 4/3/2025; the stageplay section has been redacted from the 
thesis leaving the research discussion surrounding original development of the work 
openly available. 

 
If you would like to access a copy of this play in it's current, or original, form please 
contact Jack Macgregor via the following email: jreiddirecting@gmail.com 

 

A record of the 2022 stageplay can be viewed at Nightlands by Jack MacGregor — 

University of the Highlands and Islands (uhi.ac.uk) 
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