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X-rays Carried Music in Secret

The underground economy of sound in Soviet Russia mirrors Houston’s hidden
creative networks.
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X-rays

Medium of Transmission

During Soviet-era censorship, dissident jazz and rock recordings
were illegally copied onto X-ray film for distribution.

In the 1950s and 60s, underground musicians in the USSR used X-ray
film — typically discarded after medical use — to record and
distribute banned music. The film’s opaque surface and high density
allowed for deep grooves, preserving sound quality despite the
medium'’s intended purpose. These recordings, known as '‘Bone
Music,' circulated in secret through samizdat networks, a form of
grassroots resistance.
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Cultural Resistance Through Material
Subversion

Houston'’s creative economy thrives on similar subversive ingenuity. Just as Soviet dissidents
repurposed medical film to evade censorship, Houston’s independent artists and entrepreneurs today
repurpose abandoned infrastructure — former warehouses, shuttered industrial sites, and forgotten
spaces — into vibrant cultural hubs. The city’s adaptive reuse of space reflects a deep-rooted tradition
of turning constraints into innovation, particularly in neighborhoods like Third Ward and East

Downtown where legacy industries have faded.



The Power of the Unseen
Network

Just as 'Bone Music' relied on invisible, decentralized
distribution, Houston’s underground creative economy
operates through informal, trust-based networks — artist
collectives, pop-up galleries, and underground music
collectives. These systems, often unrecorded in official data,
form the true pulse of cultural vitality. In a city where formal
institutions may lag, it’s these off-grid, resilient networks that
sustain innovation and community identity — a lesson for
urban planners and real estate strategists alike.
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