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history – and only

reality, like a dark grey solar corona. The crowning ceremony of the world.

So we took the previous, discarded versions of Elysium – the bronze age 
and the Age of Sail and the industrial revolution, even the medievalism 
– and turned them into historic periods within the setting: Palm & Pine, 
the Franconigerian Century, the LGM (Last Glacial Maximum). This 
allowed for distinct esthetics, which in turn informed each other. Across 
two centuries the oily black gold of Franconegro melted into the cream 
of Dolorianism. The bright colours of Palm & Pine are still visible, faded 
underneath Modernitas – the present horizon of Elysium.

Circa 2007, this became Elysium’s innocentic system. A procession of World 
Spirits on horseback – Polycarp, Dolores Dei, Her Innocence Sola. The 
innocentic system and the layers of history that came with it – an Elysium 
that suddenly and vertiginously expanded into the fourth dimension – was 

and weep, Asia. Greet the great, America.

This encounter would, of course, come in the form of a novel. In Estonian, a 
language (badly) spoken by one million people. Sacred and Terrible Air took 

people. But wait – not all is lost! I was recently informed a national literary 
magazine voted it number 2 in the “debut of the decade” category. It lost 
(by a long mile) to a young poetess who I’m sure is exquisite. 

In the “not debut – actual top novels of the decade” category, it was not 
mentioned.

Still, even after all these honours, Sacred and Terrible Air did not make a 
dent in the international culture market. Star Wars was not de-throned.

4.

In 2013, after the release of Sacred and Terrible Air, “the international 
culture market” and “the Western culture monopoly” were the subject of 
much talk around the Organization. Something had happened. Around 
2009, we relaunched as ZA/UM, an altogether more ambitious formation. 

Jüri Saks (concept artist/spiritual recluse) – to the tune of DJ Tiesto’s 
remix of “Adagio for Strings” one rainy afternoon. 

Excluded from the core of society by our inability to play ball with the 
education racket. And other “preconceived systems” like having a job. 



This page: (252)  From the archives: a photograph depicting the entrance to the building at 
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foundations of which hug the medieval battlements of Tallinn’s Old Town, predating by a 
century the maritime expeditions led by Columbus to discover a westward route to the 
Indies. ZA/UM studio emerged in 2016 as a single room in the southwestern corner of this 
building and over the next couple of years spread throughout the building like a kind of 
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Culture was hegemony, we declared – that’s a cool word for “power” – 
and we had none. Power came from organization and organization came 
from people. We had some people. In lieu of a career we’d been building 
friendships and ideas. Argo Tuulik (writer/car mechanic) and Aleksander 
Rostov (art director/art director) quickly joined – both were former 
Overcoats and hardened veterans of the Elysium project.

Together, we set out on a talent-grab. An eponymous blog – ZA/UM (both 
“for the mind” and “from the mind” in Russian) – became our beacon. We 
were doing some serious numbers. Two-hundred daily visitors. Sometimes 
800. Success of this magnitude was bound to attract talent hungry to 
share in the limelight – and so it did. Our growing ranks included four 
crucial talent-acquisitions: Jim Ashilevi (VO director/vaguely familiar 
theatre-person), Ruudu Ulas (producer/visual artist with low self-esteem), 
Kaur Kender (producer/disliked '90s relic), and Helen Hindpere (writer/
child prodigy – she was 14 (!!) when she joined our doomed cabal).
Yet with all our weight we could not move more than 1,000 units of Sacred 

and Terrible Air

I don’t know, man. Maybe the book just isn’t that good?

Either way, we lost our patience when it failed. We were hungry, angry, 
drunk, high, and desperate after 12 years of destitution. So, when the 
opportunity for corruption presented itself (as it often does where art and 
politics meet) we commandeered a national cultural magazine. I said I 
was mostly drunk and I stand by it, but I’m afraid “changing society” was 
also a motivation. (We had our Guy Fawkes masks on so tight they were 
squeezing our brains out of our noses.)

Aaaaaaaaaand it was a clownish disaster! So clownish, in fact, that it 
shifted us from “completely ignored” to “dark joke of the year” mode. 
Several desperate and unsuccessful attempts at rehabilitation later, 
personal belongings were sold and the private sector was met with an 
enticing opportunity. Maoist wildmen ZA/UM are making a... (am I reading 
this right?) computer role-playing video game?

At this time, we were reluctantly joined by a handful of professionals who 
wanted to make a video game and were relatively uninterested in Maoist-
Guzmanist cultural politics. Siim Raidma (technical artist/semi-failed 
rock-person) and Kaspar Tamsalu (concept artist/wannabe Russian).

Our pitch – to ourselves, as much as to the world – was that we see a chink 
in the armour of the international culture market. A way past Pärnu. After 
the Soviet Union fell, Eastern European culture-people thought everyone 
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in the West was just dying to buy their brown paintings and books about 

dissident movements forever – only now against the ills of capitalism! Here 

in the United States our art is so banal – if only Kalev Mark Kruzhinski and Yana 

“Polki Molki” Karisoo came and showed us what culture really is. 

Surprise! The colossal culture monopolies of the West depend on their 
produce for prestige, capital gains, and planetary-scale psychological 
conditioning. They are quite happy without Polki Molki. 

Unless, it turns out, Polki Molki is a video game. 

I sound cynical, but I’m not. (I just like saying “Polki Molki” because it 
reminds me of my childhood, and of girls with hair like moonlight). Our 
intention was sincere. Hegel says there is a World Spirit. It is on the march 
toward Absolute Knowledge. As Soviet artists – perhaps the last Soviets 
artists – it was our duty to add to the relay. To keep history moving. 
Onward to the outer cosmos and the stars.

Now, imagine you really believe this to be your duty. Something you have 
to do, or you’ve failed as a person. The Soviet project was always about 

against Heat Death, or to build a new God. The horizon was always millions 
of years in the future. We inherited this condition from our heroes: Arvi 
Siig, Tõnu Trubetsky, Vladimir Mayakovski.

Built worlds were clearly the biggest thing out there. And we had a really 

for a AA/indie role-playing game and kept making it until its Metacritic 
score was predicted as 90+ and thus it was safe to launch.

THE END

If this all sounds like quite the ride then that’s because it was. But let me 
impress on you, in closing, what it was not: chaos. Bohemianism. Rock-
and-roll delinquency. 

Software production is not impossible. It’s not magic. It’s scalable, 
can do it. But it’s also meticulous, mentally taxing, 

and almost psionically psychological work. You have to wield yourself to 
an improbable degree, like a chess piece. You have to forgive and move 
on from things it does not feel natural to move on from. And you have to 
manage an immense amount of fear and paranoia. 

It was crisis after crisis, but – in the end – I’m not surprised we were able 
to handle them. Production on Disco Elysium began in 2000, not in 2014. 
For 14 years we built the world and the organization. Even (and especially) 
under capitalism the most precious resource is access to talent. Talent is 
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attracted by other talent – and is kept together by principles. You collect 
talent for it to collect talent. The critical mass appears to be around 4-10. 
Then it’s about keeping it together before everyone self-destructs, while 
agents of competing talent-drives (private enterprise and Universities, 
mostly) try to steal them away from you with lures of income and social 
prestige – things you don’t have. Against public and private power, the 

idea to 
counter-pull against the dual abyss. (It doesn’t hurt to be corrupt either 
– go for it! Be as corrupt as possible. Those who want you to remain lily-
white have no ideas and no principles to compromise for.)

For us, Elysium was that idea. It kept us together and gave us something to 
work on. We couldn’t say someone else can do this. The object was unique and 
we its guardians. We felt otherworldly promise in that interisolary mass, 
connected by invisible lines through the pale. Seol, Khasht-Kor, Innu NR, 
Marel-Över-Världen… 4.6 billion people, after all, are not easily let down. 

Elysium is a collection of ideas into which we poured all of our love of 
the world. And its history. It’s what we think is worthwhile in all this – 
recollected, resequenced, and reconceptualized. Its people are heroic even 
when they’re jokes. Its failures are majesty and terror. It’s large. It is a 
geopolitical dream seen by non-entities. Nobodies from nowhere. Its value 
is inversely proportionate to our own size.

district of Martinaise in Revachol West, on Insulinde. I can not begin to tell 
you how introductory it is. (“Disco Elysium” means “I learn Elysium”). It’s 
small. A matchbox world. It’s all we had money for. 

Yet because of You – you angel, you legend, our comrade in arms – because 
of your interest in our idea, we get to see more of it. Jamrock, I hope. And 
then to other isolas. 

Thank you. We hope you enjoy the Final Cut.

-

Robert Kurvitz, lead designer / lead writer

Brighton, England

December 2020
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