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In the bath-house

In the bath-house, the mysteries hidden  
by trousers 
Are revealed to you.
All becomes radiantly manifest. 
Feast your eyes without restraint!
You see handsome buttocks, shapely trimtorsos,
You hear the guys whispering pious formulas 
to one another 
(“God is Great!” “Praise be to God!”)
Ah, what a palace of pleasure is the bathhouse!
Even when the towel-bearers come in. 
And spoil the fun a bit.
–  Abū Nuwās (c. 756 – c. 814 AD) 

Translated by Geoff Puterbaugh

Photography and words.
First published in Jezga magazine issue 2 –  
a publication focusing on post-Soviet youth  
culture – in January 2019. 
Russian version of the essay was published in 
Открытые (o-zine.ru) – a pioneering LGBTQ+ 
publication based in Moscow – in January 2020.
Expanded into the series of fine art prints in  
June 2020 for the occasion of Queer Frontiers 
group show by Artiq and Pride in London.



In the bath-house #1 2019
Jezga magazine Vol. 2



In the bath-house #3 2019 
In the bath-house #2 2019
Jezga magazine Vol. 2



In the bath-house #5 2019
Jezga magazine Vol. 2



In the bath-house #6 2019 
In the bath-house #7 2019
Jezga magazine Vol. 2



In the bath-house #8 2019
Jezga magazine Vol. 2



An Essay on Self-confidence and 
Homoerotic Islamic Poetry (in Russian)
Открытые, o-zine.ru (closed down)



Black Carnation Part Three

Black Carnation is an ongoing project exploring 
and responding to the scarcely documented and 
preserved queer histories of Latvia. 
The project’s title is a reference to the name for 
homosexual men used in Latvia before World 
War II, and to a widely reported criminal case of 
that time where several men were prosecuted for 
their homosexuality. 



Black Carnation Part Three #30 2/2 
2023
Giclée print on Canson Rag 
Photographique

Black Carnation Part Three #30 1/2 
2023
Thermal print on receipt paper, 
giclée printed background

13.8 x 26.8 x 2.1 cm each

Anonymous bodies and mute 
interactions are captured by Zhukov 
at a cruising beach a short train ride 
away from Riga. The irreversibly 
disappearing images – owing to the 
process of thermal printing onto the 
same receipt paper used for train 
tickets – speak to the state of Latvia’s 
queer archives and to the nature 
of memory itself; a transience, a 
softness, a fuzzy edgedness. 
– Helen Neven



Black Carnation Part Three #15 
2024 
Black Carnation Part Three #26 
2024
Thermal prints on receipt paper, 
sticker, giclée printed backgrounds
18.5 x 13.4 x 2.1 cm each



MO Museum, Vilnius, Lithuania 
installation view



Black Carnation Part Three #22–24 
2024
Thermal prints on receipt paper, 
giclée printed backgrounds
18.5 x 13.4 x 2.1 cm each



NEVEN Gallery, London, UK 
installation view
Photo: Dominique Cro



NEVEN Gallery, London, UK 
installation view 
Photo: Dominique Cro

The installation at NEVEN gallery 
in London explored the banality of 
solitude which was characteristic 
of the queer life stories for most of 
the 20th century. In a nod to the 
Soviet interior, the gallery walls 
were painted halfway, recalling the 
decor of institutions and communal 
apartments at the time. Zhukov 
reflects on the ambiguity between 
private and public in these shared 
spaces, which historically rendered 
queer intimacy near impossible.



Black Carnation Part Three #4–6 
2024
Thermal print on receipt paper, 
giclée printed background
13.3 x 18.5 x 2.1 cm each

This tension between presence 
and absence, as well as indexes of 
touch, are through lines in Zhukov’s 
works: sitters appear and disappear 
from view; a bowl, once containing 
apples, sits empty; white socks are 
left discarded on the floor.



NEVEN Gallery, London, UK 
installation view 

(57.0999014, 24.1573329) 
2024
Aluminium foldable bed frame, 
nylon fishing net
Variable dimensions
Photo: Dominique Cro

The mangled, skeletal frame of 
a raskladushka – a folding bed 
prevalent in Soviet and post-
Soviet homes – further speaks to 
the transience of bodies in space 
and the tension between public 
and private. The come-and-go of 
inhabitants and guests.





Latvian National Museum of Art, 
Riga, Latvia, installation view



The “real evidence” collected by 
the artist and the images of cruising 
sites made in the style of forensic 
photography highlight the element of 
transgression in the often anonymous 
male encounters and critically 
illuminate the hierarchies of power 
that determine the distribution of the 
spaces of intimacy. 
– Igor Gubenko

Latvian National Museum of Art, 
Riga, Latvia, installation view



Latvian Centre for Contemporary 
Art, Riga, installation view



Black Carnation Part Three #9–11 
2024
Thermal prints on receipt paper, 
giclée printed backgrounds
18.5 x 13.4 x 2.1 cm each



Black Carnation: Case Study No. 2

Black Carnation: Case Study No. 2 explores 
oral histories of the first semi-legal gay parties 
in the early 1990s, organised straight after 
the independence from the Soviet Union and 
subsequent decriminalisation of homosexuality. 
These emancipative experiences represent an 
aspect of broader liberation and freedom in the 
Baltic context, often unmentioned and yet vital. 
– Jussi Koitela, curator



Latvian Centre for Contemporary 
Art, Survival Kit 15, installation view
Black Carnation: Case Study No. 2 
2024
Video, sound, newsprint, LED strip 
light, plastic chairs and crates
Video duration: 7 min



Black Carnation: Case Study No. 2 
2024
Video stills 
Video duration: 7 min

At the core of the work are the 
artist’s conversations with the 
witnesses of Riga’s first semi-legal 
gay parties in the early 1990-s. 
A common thread emerges –  
touch – desire for, inability 
to, political potential and the 
ecstasy of. 
Voiced by people organising 
queer nightlife in Riga today 
and set to thumping electronic 
beats with a rapid-fire montage 
of black-and-white images the 
video evokes a spirit of time – 
sudden democratisation and 
drastic capitalisation of the 
region permeated with a sense 
of freedom, excitement and 
lawless danger.



Latvian Centre for Contemporary 
Art, Survival Kit 15, installation view



Black Carnation: Case Study No. 1

Black Carnation: Case Study No. 1 focuses 
on the Latvian National Opera as a building, 
urban environment and a community. Using 
homoerotic reading of Tchaikovsky’s ballet Swan 
Lake as a metaphor, Zhukov talks about the 
hidden and (self)censored stories permeating 
the space. The language of this fragmented 
history consists of coded gestures and 
messages, whispers and hints. 
– Liāna Ivete Žilde, curator



Riga Photography Biennial,  
ISSP Gallery, installation view
Black Carnation: Case Study No. 1 
2024
Newsprint, looped two-channel 
video, laser print on paper
Photo: Ingus Bajārs



Black Carnation: Case Study No. 1 
2024
Laser print on paper, A4
Photo: Sasha Komarova

At the core of the work is an essay 
written by the artist and printed 
in three most commonly spoken 
languages in Latvia – Latvian, 
Russian and English. 
You can read the essay here.

https://www.konstantinzhukov.com/_files/ugd/8c5933_4eb4b3371861471390e593427a8c35f6.pdf


Black Carnation: Case Study No. 1 
2024
Video, sound 
Duration: 10:12 min
Photo: Sasha Komarova

The fragments of queer people’s 
portraits, whose lives were linked 
to the Latvian National Opera, 
are visible through the tears in 
newsprint covering the walls. An 
eye, a still gesture or a fragment of 
someone’s smile drowned in the 
dark waters of the city canal.



Black Carnation Part Two

With contributions by the historian Ineta Lipša 
and the poet Kārlis Vērdiņš, Black Carnation Part 
Two introduced the issues that defined the lives 
of LGBTQ+ people for the most of 20th century – 
medicine, law, modes of communication and 
survival mechanisms.



In the Name of Love 2022 
Site-specific installation
7 panels measuring 237 x 176 cm 
each, made up of A3 laser 
printed pages

‘Love’ Forbidden by Law – scans of 
a chapter from the popular Soviet-
time book on sexual health In the 
Name of Love (1981) by Jānis Zālītis 
covered the gallery windows. The 
author, an influential physician of 
the time, saw heteronormativity and 
heterosexuality as key to happiness 
and suggested to treat such 
‘sexual deviation’ as homosexuality 
with hypnotherapy.



Black Carnation #1 2022 
Giclée print on Formei Velvet
Black Carnation #2 2022 
Giclée print on Formei Velvet
Photo: Ingus Bajārs

Black Carnation is a subculture 
that carries a historical record of 
the survival instinct within its 
DNA – to be invisible, unnoticeable. 
The laws and codes of this 
subculture were passed by word 
of mouth, but history fades with 
people. Often hidden and thus 
undocumented, this subculture 
communicated in whispers, just 
like reeds on a nudist beach. 



Installation view 
ISSP Gallery, Riga
Photo: Ingus Bajārs



Black Carnation: evidence  
photography #10 2022
Giclée print on Formei Velvet

The objects collected at the cruising 
beaches outside of Riga were 
photographed in the style of forensic 
photography – a memento of the 
criminalisation of homosexuality in  
Latvia until 1992.



Black Carnation: evidence  
photography #43 2022
Giclée print on Formei Velvet



Vērdiņš Marbles #1 2022
Vērdiņš Marbles #2 2022
Ceramic tiles, plasterboard, white 
permanent marker pen, L–hooks

Anonymous messages covering 
some of the public bathrooms 
– an urban space for meeting 
like-minded partners – were the 
form of indirect communication, 
a testament to one’s existence. 
A poem Čau by Kārlis Vērdinš, 
inspired by the language of 
contemporary gay dating apps, 
covers the tiled reliefs.



Vērdiņš Marbles #1 (detail) 2022
Ceramic tiles, plasterboard, white 
permanent marker pen, L–hooks



Exhibition text by Ineta Lipša,  
senior researcher at the University of 
Latvia, Institute of Latvian History

Black Carnation 
The Latvian press began using the term Black Carnation for the male 
homosexual community in the 1920s. The metaphor may have been 
invented by this community themselves. This is evidenced by a mark of 
identification described by a journalist of the time – a black carnation 
on a green enameled locket, that had to be presented in order to enter 
a club. After this publication, homosexuals began to be called members 
of the Black Carnation Club in interwar Latvian public discourse, and 
later – simply black carnations. They formed a specific subculture, the 
traditions of which were influenced by the legal framework.

Law 
30 years ago, on 1 March 1992, amendments to the Criminal Code 
came into force, decriminalizing sexual intercourse between men in 
Latvia. Until then – at least from the 18th century – it was threatened 
with criminal punishment. In the Republic of Latvia, until 1 August 
1933, convicted men were imprisoned for a period of not less than 
three months, and after that, the duration of imprisonment was 
not specified by law. Judges were guided by previous practice and 
sentences mostly specified several weeks’ imprisonment. The situation 
was drastically changed by the Soviet occupation in 1940, which 
imposed new legal terms on the people of Soviet Latvia, stipulating 
imprisonment for a term of three to five years (§ 154a). This was 
mitigated by the Soviet Latvian Criminal Code of 1961, which set 
only the maximum limit of imprisonment – up to five years (§ 124.1). 
The government criminalized only same-sex anal sex acts, while 
stigmatizing homosexuality as such, whether among men or women.

Medicine 
In the 1960s and 70s, while the West was experiencing a sexual 
revolution, the Soviet Union saw changes both in the sexual behaviour 
of the population and the sciences that explained it. In 1965, Soviet 
psychiatrists established a new branch, sexual pathology. It promoted 
a new, ‘scientific’ perception of homosexuality, which differed from 
the hitherto simplistic notion adopted by police of homosexuality 
as criminal psychopathy. Soviet sexual pathologists presented 
homosexuals as individuals who are aware of their different sexuality 
and are looking for ways to treat it, describing homosexuality as a 
treatable disease. Their views differed significantly from those of 
homosexuality as a normal variant of human sexuality, which led 
to the American Psychiatric Association’s 1973 decision to exclude 
homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Psychiatric Disorders. These new ideas also influenced the efforts of 
Soviet lawyers. They repeatedly discussed the proposal to repeal the 
article criminalizing consensual sex among males, but the general 
public was unaware of this.

Meeting places 
The long-standing legal framework contributed to the emergence of 
a specific ethos of secrecy in the male homosexual subculture. Both 
before and after World War II, this subculture was characterized by a 
group-specific irony, vocabulary, solidarity, and self-censorship. One of 
the hidden traditions was walking around known socializing locations 
in the public space of Riga in search of possible sexual partners. 
Historical sources are silent about the term used by homosexuals in 
Latvia. Some described it as a flirting process. Nowadays, the term 
‘cruising’ has entered common use, adopted from English. In the 
summer, homosexuals also frequented several beaches near Riga. The 
most popular were in Buļļi and Kalngale.



Black Carnation #3 2022
Giclée print on Formei Velvet
Installation view photo: Ingus Bajārs



Black Carnation #4–7 2022
Giclée print on Formei Velvet



Black Carnation: real evidence #1 
2022
Burnt log, tiled platform



Black Carnation Part One

The first installment of the Black Carnation 
project. The project’s title is a reference to 
the name for homosexual men used in Latvia 
before World War II, and to a widely reported 
criminal case of that time where several men 
were accused of pederasty (homosexuality). It 
revolved around a house – a meeting place for 
men seeking other men – that stood in Riga’s Old 
Town, where in winter 2021, some 100 years later, 
Zhukov opened Grindr, one of the most popular 
dating platforms for the ‘black carnations’ today...



Black Carnation Part One 2021 
Installation view, Pilot art space, Riga
Photo: Madara Gritāne



Exhibition text

‘In fall 1926 the Riga criminal police learned that regular meetings 
between men are held at Emīls Kozlovskis’ flat on 14 M. Ķēniņa 
[street], with the participation of young soldiers of the local garrison, 
and that during these meetings various unnatural acts of intercourse 
are taking place <...> After learning of this, criminal police sub-
inspector Liepiņš, on November 3 of the same year, arrived at the flat 
of Kozlovskis without prior notice and carried out a search.’ 

This is an excerpt of the police report that started off the so-called 
Black Carnation Club case, which was the first and only criminal case 
in inter-war Latvia where several men were accused of pederasty 
(male homosexuality).1 

Almost 100 years later, standing on the Līvu Square, where Kozlovskis’ 
flat was formerly located, I opened the Grindr app, one of the most 
popular dating platforms for gay, bisexual and queer people. The ‘Black 
Carnation Club’ has been replaced by a virtual space, whereas dress 
codes and passwords have given way to emojis and English-language 
abbreviations. To people whose sexuality lies outside the boundaries 
of heteronormativity, dating apps are often the only way to meet other 
people in relative safety, for one night or until death does them part.

The layout of the app is a grid made up of the users’profile pictures –  
faces, cropped body parts, or black squares of anonymous profiles. 
What are these squares hiding? I decided to invite people using the app 
to a video call. Similarly to the way in which the app asks users to fill in 
a form with information about themselves – their height, weight, body 
type, preferred sexual position... I, too, posed them short questions in 
the form of a questionnaire. But I was interested in something else – 
what is their notion of happiness, what their fears are... 

Men who are using or formerly used Grindr took part in the work. Some 
of them stopped using the app as they are in a monogamous relationship, 
while others have done so due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Heartfelt 
thanks to those who expressed interest and decided to take part in 
making the work.

1  Lipša I. (2006) ‘Melnās neļķes ziedināšana. Homoseksuālisms starpkaru 
Latvijā’, Rīgas Laiks, Augusts



Black Carnation Part One 2021 
Portrait panel 15



Black Carnation Part One 2021 
Questionnaire panel 19



Black Carnation Part One 2021 
Installation view, Pilot art space, Riga
Photo: Madara Gritāne



Black Carnation Part One 2021 
Installation view, Pilot art space, Riga
Photo: Madara Gritāne



Questionnaire

I invite different people to a white studio. I ask 
them to stand still in front of my camera and 
remove one piece of clothing or jewellery at a 
time until naked. I press the shutter button after 
each piece of clothing is removed. I ask them the 
Proust Questionnaire.

Series of publications self-published for the 
occasion of Paris Ass Book Fair at Palais de Tokyo, 
Paris, March 2018. 
15x21cm each, French-bound,  
Edition of 50
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