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Artistan	
The	Central	Asian	republics	are	creating	exciting	new	identities	in	their	art,	

but	the	past	lingers…	

by Naima	Rashid	

 

 

‘Batyr’ by Eraly Ospanuly 

 

 

In	his	delightful	 travelogue	 ‘Apples	are	 from	Kazakhastan’,	Christopher	Robbins	 refers	 to	
Kazakhstan	 as	 the	 ‘land	 that	 disappeared’.	 How	 could	 this	 country,	 the	 size	 of	 Western	
Europe,	 and	 the	 second	 largest	 of	 the	 former	 Soviet	 republics	 after	 Russia,	 simply	 have	
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gone	missing?	 He	might	 as	well	 have	 extended	 the	 argument	 and	 referred	 to	 the	 entire	
region	 of	 Central	 Asia,	 all	 five	 ‘stans’	 (Kazakhstan,	 Kyrgyzstan,	 Uzbekistan,	 Tajikistan,	
Turkmenistan)	 as	 the	 land	 that	 disappeared.	 Almost	 a	 decade	 ago,	 in	 2003,	 when	 the	
adventurer	Simon	Reeve	filmed	his	three-part	BBC	series	‘Meet	the	Stans’,	he	arrived	in	the	
early	days	of	Kazakhstan’s	black	gold	rush	when	Western	powers	were	beginning	to	make	
in-roads	 into	 the	 region.	 As	 he	 stood	 reporting	 from	 an	 oil	 rig,	 dwarfed	 out	 by	 the	
monstrosities	of	 the	apparatus,	he	stated	 that	 if	 the	predictions	about	 the	region	were	 to	
come	true,	it	would	be	making	headlines	soon.	True	to	his	prediction,	the	region	has	since	
emerged	as	a	teeny	blip	on	the	geopolitical	radar	after	having	spent	the	larger	part	of	its	life	
in	a	historical	and	geographical	black	hole.			

	

	

I	knew	little	about	the	region	apart	from	the	fact	that	it	was	the	Soviet	empire’s	favourite	
detention	room	slash	exile	quarters.	I	had	read	previously	that	Trotsky	was	exiled	here,	as	
were	others	who	had	run	out	of	office	and	out	of	favour.	Two	years	ago,	my	curiosity	finally	
trumped	my	ignorance	about	the	region,	and	I	dived	in	headlong,	with	a	spate	of	reading,	
travel	and	meetings	on	a	journey	of	discovery	that	continues	to	surprise	and	delight.	Along	
with	its	cinema,	literature,	architecture,	and	the	great	oral	epics,	the	emergent	art	from	the	
region	raises	the	curtain	on	a	land	appropriating	the	burden	of	history,	and	grappling	with	
an	identity	rhetoric	after	its	sudden	jolt	into	independence	after	75	years	under	Soviet	rule.			

	

	

The	two	artists	I	interviewed	from	Kazakhstan	are	both	from	the	country’s	south.	Between	
the	two	of	them,	they	represent	the	two	poles	of	the	artistic	spectrum.		The	first	is	Erbossyn	
Meldibekov,	 fifty	 years	 old,	 and	 he	 works	 in	 the	 contemporary	 genre.	 He	 was	 born	 in	
Shymkent	but	 currently	 lives	 and	works	 in	Almaty	 (meaning	 ‘city	of	 apples’),	 the	 former	
capital	 of	 Kazakhstan,	 which	was	 replaced	 in	 1997	 by	 the	 glittering	 new	 pop-up	 city	 of	
Astana	in	the	north.	Shymkent	is	close	to	Kazakhstan’s	border	with	Uzbekistan	and	is	the	
capital	of	the	South	Kazakhstan	province.	It	lies	to	the	west	of	Almaty,	one	province	apart.	
South	Kazakhstan	province	itself	is	quite	similar	to	Siciliy	in	Italy,	and	is	well-known	for	its	
corruption.	 	 Meldibekov’s	 work	 draws	 upon	 the	 endless	 drama	 of	 corruption	 that	 he	
witnessed	 all	 along	 his	 life,	 particularly	 during	 the	 Soviet	 era.	 “The	 whole	 system	 is	
corrupted	 in	Central	Asia.	 It	 is	 like	a	system	of	relationships	and	existence.”	 In	the	Soviet	
empire,	public	 spaces	 and	monuments	became	areas	where	parades	of	power	and	might	
and	 battles	 of	 ownership	 over	 these	were	 enacted.	 Looming,	 larger-than-life	 bronze	 cast	
sculptures	of	Lenin	with	the	right	arm	pointing	forward	or	upward	were	everywhere.	The	
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exaggerated	 proportions	 of	 this	 Socialist	 Realist	 art	 were	 a	 not-so-subtle	 reminder	 of	
omnipresent	authority	and	a	tactic	for	mind	control.	“Lenin	was	so	ubiquitous	I	thought	he	
was	Santa	Claus	or	a	family	member.	Perhaps,	everyone	thought	so.	Everyone	wanted	to	be	
close	to	the	leader	of	the	Proletariat”,	says	Meldibekov.	

	

	

	Sculpting	 was	 an	 envied	 profession	 looked	 at	 with	 great	 prestige.	 The	 proliferation	 of	
official	 sculptures	 placed	 in	 all	 parks,	 town	 squares,	 and	 public	 spaces	 meant	 a	 steady	
supply	of	work.	Overall,	the	prospect	held	great	promise	of	rubles	rolling	in.	It	was	with	the	
hopes	 of	 a	 bright	 career	 as	 an	 official	 sculptor	 casting	 sculptures	 of	 Communist	 party	
leaders	 that	 in	 1980,	 the	 young	 Meldibekov,	 aged	 15,	 defied	 his	 father’s	 wishes	 of	 him	
becoming	an	electrician	and	enrolled	instead	in	the	College	of	Art	in	Almaty.		He	was	little	
prepared	 for	 the	 irony	 that	was	 to	mark	his	 artistic	 career.	 In	1991,	while	he	was	 still	 a	
student	 at	 university,	 the	 Zhurgenev	 Academy	 of	 Fine	 Arts	 in	 Almaty,	 the	 Soviet	 Union	
collapsed.	 “As	 if	 overnight,	 this	 huge	 empire,	which	had	 scared	 the	whole	world	with	 its	
giant	 rockets,	 simply	 came	 tumbling	 down.”	 	 The	 sculpting	 skills	 he	 had	 honed	 in	 the	
Department	 of	 Monumental	 Sculpting	 were	 suddenly	 not	 as	 cashable	 as	 he	 had	 hoped.	
Newly	 independent	 Kazakhstan,	 teething	 self-consciously	 into	 its	 identity,	 had	 grown	
weary	of	the	Communist	heroes	of	yore	that	dominated	its	public	spaces,	and	had	given	in	
to	the	pressures	of	a	hyper-inflated	nationalism,	the	more	pressing	need	of	the	hour.	Like	
its	four	sister	Stans,	it	was	now	seeking,	when	not	creating,	a	new	spate	of	Kazakh	‘national’	
heroes.	Meldibekov	found	himself	with	no	prospect	of	work	but	with	a	lot	of	spare	time	at	
hand	for	self-development	working	night	shifts	as	a	watchman	at	a	local	school.	

	

	

When	 the	 lines	of	his	 artistic	 engagement	became	 clear	 in	his	mind,	 they	were	 the	 exact	
opposite	of	what	he	had	been	 formally	 trained	 in.	 Instead	of	paying	homage	 to	dictators	
and	 the	 machinery	 of	 power,	 he	 decided	 to	 lampoon	 them.	 In	 1991,	 in	 the	 last	 year	 of	
Gorbachev’s	rule,	he	held	his	first	solo	exhibition	of	sculptures	made	entirely	out	of	Central	
Asian	clay,	otherwise	used	to	build	traditional	houses.	They	were	inflated	mock-renditions	
of	national	heroes,	drawing	upon	a	sense	of	exaggerated	proportions	 for	which	 the	artist	
could	thank	two	sources:	the	dimensions	of	Socialist	Realism	which	was	the	dominant	part	
of	 his	 formal	 academic	 training,	 and	 the	 expansive,	 swooping,	 curves	 of	 Henry	Moore,	 a	
personal	favourite.	There	was	a	strand	of	black	humour	in	the	works	that	was	to	mark	most	
of	 his	 later	 works.	 Shortly	 afterwards,	 with	 a	 group	 of	 fellow	 artists,	 philosophers,	 and	
would-be	world	changers	(including	a	performance	artist	of	great	note	and	impact	today,	
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Kanat	Ibragimov),	he	formed	a	group	called	Kokserek.	The	group’s	motto	was	to	mock	and	
present	the	now-extinct	Communist	ideologies	in	a	sarcastic	light,	a	streak	that	bleeds	full	
colour	 in	 the	works	of	both	artists	 today.	Kokserek,	 literally	meaning	 ‘fierce	grey	 (wolf)’,	
was	 named	 after	 the	 central	 character	 of	 a	 wolf	 in	 the	 work	 of	 Kazakh	 writer	 Mukhtar	
Auezov.	The	story	is	set	in	a	place	called	Black	Hill,	by	a	ravine	in	the	steppe.	It	is	about	a	
young	boy	called	Kurmash	who	saves	the	life	of	a	newborn	grey	wolf	cub,	Kokserek,	naively	
hoping	to	tame	him.	As	Piscine	learnt	in	‘Life	of	Pi’,	and	Mowgli	learnt	in	‘The	Jungle	Book’	
before	him,	nature	 triumphs,	and	 the	 ‘wolf	 in	him	begins	 to	show’.	 	The	 ‘friendship’	ends	
with	both	Kurmash	and	Kokserek	paying	for	their	lives.		

	

	

‘Masks:	Self-portrait’	Courtesy:	Rossi	Rossi	

	

As	 all	 groups	 formed	 in	 the	 heady	 idealism	 of	 youth	 must	 come	 apart	 when	 worldly	
realities	 shape	 boys	 into	 men,	 the	 group	 disbanded	 in	 2000.	 Today,	 the	 moniker	 of	
Kokserek	 is	 used	 by	 Meldibekov’s	 peer	 of	 youth	 and	 former	 partner-in-crime,	 Kanat	
Ibragimov,	who	 has	 since	 taken	 on	 the	 authorities	 in	more	 direct	 interventions	 that	 are	
direct	offenses	 to	corrupt	authority	 figures	masquerading	as	benefactors.	 In	artspeak,	his	
performances	 are	 ‘direct	 political	 interventions’,	 and	 in	 layman’s	 English,	 ‘not	 always	
tastefully	but	always	daftly	executed	acts	of	mischief	 that	go	unpunished	on	a	good	day’.		
Four	 years	 ago,	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 current	 president	 Nursultan	 Nazarbayev’s	 70th	



5 | P a g e  
 

birthday,	he	circumcised	himself	and	courteously	sent	a	token	evidence	to	the	president	in	
a	pickle	jar.	The	same	year,	when	certain	honorific	titles	were	formally	bestowed	upon	the	
president,	he	mocked	the	meaningless	self-congratulatory	gibberish	of	official	language	in	a	
scathingly	sarcastic	video	showing	a	group	called	‘The	Obedient	Herd’	dressed	as	Ku	Klux	
clan	 and	 praying	 to	 mysterious	 forces	 of	 darkness	 for	 their	 president’s	 immortality.	 In	
another	 protest	 earlier	 the	 same	 year,	 he	 distributed	 leaflets	 reading	 ‘kop	 soz,	 bok	 soz’	
meaning	‘too	much	talk,	too	much	bullshit’.	Ibragimov	is	firm-jawed	with	a	direct,	fearless	
gaze	that	makes	it	easy	to	understand	why	he	insists	on	keeping		the	‘fierce	grey	wolf’	as	his	
mascot.	 He	 has	 the	 mental	 alertness	 of	 a	 performance	 artist,	 adept	 at	 tactics	 and	 mind	
games.	He	deploys	that	peculiar	 license	of	 lunatic,	rebel	and	clown	that	allows	him	to	get	
away	with	provocative	acts	at	the	cusp	of	insolence	and	humour,	and	still	keep	his	head	on	
his	shoulders.		

	

	

‘Masks:	Self-portrait’	Courtesy:	Rossi	Rossi	

	

	

Meldibekov’s		own	works	often	have	former	Communist	leaders	as	his	subjects,	but	in	his	
rendering,	he	spins	an	air	of	endgame	around	them.	We	all	remember	the	goliaths	falling	in	
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Ukraine	 in	February	 this	year,	 the	staues	of	Lenin	brought	down	 in	different	manners	by	
protestors.	 I	remember	watching	the	 footage	transfixed	as	statue	after	statue	came	down	
with	a	dull	 thud.	Sometimes,	 they	were	brought	down	systematically	with	 ropes	so	as	 to	
minimize	the	damage,	sometimes	the	wrath	of	protestors	didn’t	allow	for	the	 luxury,	and	
they	 would	 angrily	 stomp	 over	 a	 decapitated	 head.	 In	 either	 case,	 one	 had	 a	 feeling	 of	
something	 great	 meeting	 its	 karma.	 Meldibekov	 cuts	 the	 matter	 differently.	 He	 simply	
shrinks	 them,	 makes	 them	 miniature	 and	 laughable.	 In	 his	 bronze	 cast	 masks	 and	
sculptures,	 they	 look	 like	 tortured	souls	burning	 in	 the	 fires	of	hell	and	consumed	by	the	
throes	 of	 their	 own	 conscience.	 In	 ‘Mutation’,	 the	 row	 of	 sculpted	 busts	 of	 former	
Communist	leaders	looks	like	a	row	of	sitting	ducks	in	a	shooting	arena.	He	earns	back	his	
revenge	 for	 the	 forced	obedience	of	Communist	 years.	The	half-comical,	 half-tragic	busts	
ensconced	 upon	 waist-length	 plinths,	 and	 masks	 pinned	 on	 walls,	 contained,	 almost	
imprisoned	 in	 the	 gallery	 space,	 are	 a	 macabre	 reverse-monumentality,	 an	 ironical	
inversion	of	the	way	they	dominated	public	spaces	and	minds	through	the	monumentality	
of	the	Soviet	era.	He	debunks	them	en	masse,	recasting	these	former	figures	of	reverence	as	
‘carnival	characters’,	half-clown,	half-ghoul.	

 

‘Mutation’ Courtesy: Rossi Rossi 
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The	political	drama	that	occupies	Meldibekov	so	much	is	completely	absent	from	the	work	
of	 the	 second	 artist	 from	 Kazakhstan,	 Eraly	 Ospanuly,	 who	 was	 born	 and	 is	 based	 in	
Shymkent.	 He	 is	 a	 book	 illustrator	 by	 training,	 and	 works	 with	 pencil	 on	 paper,	 mostly	
drawing	 portraits	 and	 tableaux	 centred	 around	 historical	 and	 folkloric	 themes.	 In	 his	
artistic	practice,	he	skips	the	recent	past,	in	fact,	the	entire	Soviet	chapter,	and	goes	back	to	
Kazakh	 folklore	and	mythology	 for	 inspiration.	When	politics	 shows	up	on	occasion,	 it	 is	
aslant,	like	in	his	series	‘My	Mother’s	Memories’,	in	which	he	talks	about	the	Soviet	period	
through	 the	oral	narratives	and	communal	 stories	 from	his	ancestral	 ‘aul’	 (village)	about	
the	 Soviet	 occupation	 as	 narrated	 to	 him	 by	 his	 mother.	 Otherwise,	 his	 drawings	 study	
nomads	 in	 times	of	war	 and	peace,	 and	 are	 rendered	with	 a	 knowing	detail	 of	 historical	
costume.	 The	 son	 of	 a	 philologist	 with	 an	 interest	 in	 old	 poets,	 he	 is	 obsessed	 with	
characters	 from	 Kazakh	 culture	 which	 are	 not	 mainstream,	 but	 which	 wielded	 power	
assuming	the	roles	that	they	did	within	the	structure	of	Kazakh	nomad	society,	and	held	the	
social	fabric	together	as	vessels	of	cultural	knowledge	and	wisdom.		He	works	in	cycles	of	
themes	that	he	explores	over	an	extended	time.	I	possess	a	book	by	him	which	is	a	culture	
vulture’s	dream	come	true.	Its	pages	are	peopled	with	drawings	of	sages,	warriors,	poets,	
and	minstrels	from	the	steppe.	There	are	mythological	creatures	and	supernatural	beings,	
creatures	 of	 bottomless	 cunning,	 striking	might,	 and	 endless	 power.	 It’s	 a	world	 of	 lofty	
imagination	and	great	repose,	of	times	when	virtues	like	honour	and	courage	still	ran	in	the	
blood	of	men.	It’s	a	world	where	stories	still	had	magic,	and	the	song	of	a	bard	could	stir	a	
horde	to	battle	or	calm	it	after	one.		

	

	

		

To	its	south,	Kazakhstan	shares	1,051	kilometres	of	its	border	with	Kyrgyzstan,	a	country	
more	 than	 ten	 times	 smaller	 than	 it.	 From	 Kyrgyzstan’s	 capital,	 Bishkek,	 I	 met	 Gulnara	
Kasmalieva	 and	Muratbek	Djumaliev,	 an	 artist-educator	 duo.	 It	was	 at	 Art	 Dubai,	where	
they	represented	their	art	residency	ArtEast	at	the	Marker	section	of	the	fair,	dedicated	this	
year	to	Central	Asian	and	Caucasian	art.	Both	are	in	their	early	fifties,	and	have	the	beaming	
countenances	of	 people	whose	passion	 and	 livelihood	know	no	divide.	Their	 ecologically	
built	residency	with	a	modest	roster	of	community-driven	projects	is	in	the	village	of	Bulan	
Sogottu	near	 lake	Issyk	Kul	(meaning	 ‘hot	 lake’),	around	345	kilometers	eastwards	of	the	
capital	 Bishkek.	 	 The	 duo	 were	 educated	 respectively	 in	 Moscow	 and	 Saint	 Petersburg	
(then	Leningrad)	in	the	late	80s	during	the	period	of	Perestroika	and	Glasnost,	Gorbachev’s	
reform	 policies	 that	 slowly	 brought	 the	 Soviet	 empire	 to	 its	 ruin.	 Although	 they	 were	
trained	 in	 graphic	 art,	 printmaking	 and	 sculpture	 respectively,	 their	 current	work	 spans	
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mostly	 video	 art	 and	photography.	 It	 examines	 the	post-Soviet	 space,	what	Gulnara	 calls	
‘the	emptiness	within	and	without’.		

	

	

Two	of	their	video	works,	‘Trans-Siberian	Amazons’	shown	at	the	first	Central	Asia	pavilion	
at	 the	 Venice	 Biennale	 in	 2005,	 and	 ‘A	 New	 Silk	 Road’,	 2006,	 commissioned	 by	 the	 Art	
Institute	 of	 Chicago,	 are	 set	 around	 the	 two	major	 intercontinental	 trade	 routes	 that	 cut	
through	Central	Asia,	and	the	pastiches	of	life	and	strife	that	show	up	on	these	arteries	of	
trade.	Both	videos	have	an	 identical	 structure,	poised	at	a	point	between	 the	continuous,	
uncontrolled	 	 thrum	 of	 life	 and	 the	 erupting	 tunes	 of	 a	melody.	 They	 are	 three	 and	 five	
channel	works	 respectively,	with	 one	 central	 narrative	 playing	 out	 in	 the	middle	 screen,	
flanked	 by	 parallel	 screens	 showing	 complementary	 elements	 of	 the	 story.	 	 The	 first	 of	
these	routes	is	the	Trans-Siberian	railway,	connecting	the	two	ends	of	Russia,	from	Moscow	
to	Vladivostok,	a	port	at	the	Sea	of	Japan.	A	sub-route	of	the	larger	network	passes	through	
Bishkek	 as	 the	 Turkestan-Siberian	 railway,	 then	 meanders	 upwards	 through	 Western	
Kazakhstan	 before	 crossing	 the	Russian	 border	 to	 join	 the	 Trans-Siberian	 railway	 at	 the	
station	of	Novosibirsk	in	Russia.			

	

 

‘Trans-Siberian Amazons’ Courtesy: Winkleman Gallery 

 

‘Trans-Siberian	Amazons’	 is	an	ode	to	the	women,	who,	like	Amazons,	bore	the	burden	of	
providing	 for	 their	 families	 upon	 their	 shoulders.	 It’s	 an	 interesting	 point	 to	 examine	 in	
gender	psychology	that	after	independence,	the	men	suffered	from	a	kind	of	paralysis,	and	
women	 took	 over	 economic	 responsibility,	 often	 even	 in	 households	 where	 they	 were	
single	or	 vastly	outnumbered	by	males.	They	would	 set	 off	 along	one	of	 these	 two	 trade	
routes	with	money	to	purchase	domestic	goods,	often	from	Urumchi,	a	trading	hub	across	
the	 border	 in	 the	Xinjiang	province	 of	 China,	 and	would	 return	 to	 sell	 these	 objects	 at	 a	
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profit	at	the	Dordoy	bazaar,	set	up	on	the	north-eastern	outskirts	of	Bishkek	in	1991,	the	
year	 of	 Kyrgyzstan’s	 independence,	 and	 today	 the	 largest	 bazaar	 in	 Central	 Asia.	 On	 the	
central	screen,	two	women	sit	in	a	train’s	compartment.	One	of	them	sings	in	(what	I’m	told	
is)	accented	Russian,	a	song	called	‘Bez	Manya’	(‘Without	you’)	by	Alla	Pugacheva,	a	prima	
donna	of	the	Soviet	times	with	a	colourful	personal	life	and	a	powerful	screen	presence,	a	
veritable	 Soviet	 Noor	 Jehan.	 Wiry-haired	 and	 square-jawed,	 with	 the	 stolid	 look	 of	 a	
peasant,	 the	woman	sings	 it	 in	a	somewhat	deflated	manner,	without	the	chutzpah	of	the	
original	performer.	Behind	her,	a	woman	with	more	native	Kyrgyz	 features	comes	slowly	
into	view	and	smiles	patiently	at	her	companion,	a	soft	smile	of	courage	and	acceptance	of	
what	 lies	beyond	the	tunnel.	This	matter-of-fact	melody	is	pierced	sharply	by	the	screens	
on	 right	 and	 left,	 which	 show	 the	 movement	 of	 the	 train	 across	 the	 rail	 tracks,	 bolting	
noisily	along	the	track	metal,	alternatively	shooting	through	the	blackness	of	tunnels,	and	
bolting	suddenly	out	into	the	glare	of	sun	in	the	open.		

	

	

The	 second	 route	 is	 a	 feeder	 road	 in	 the	 network	 of	 roads	 called	 the	 Silk	 Routes,	which	
passes	through	the	Naryn	province	of	Kyrgyzstan,	as	the	Bishkek-Torugart	highway	along	a	
stretch	of	539	kilometers	cutting	through	the	heart	of	a	mountainous	area	surrounded	by	a	
habitation	 of	 small-scale	 agriculturalists	 and	 livestock	 farmers.	 ‘A	 New	 Silk	 Road’	 is	
identical	 in	 structure	 to	 ‘Trans-Siberian	 Amazons’,	 balanced	 at	 a	 point	 between	 clamour	
and	song.	The	noise	 is	 the	handling	of	metal	 sheets,	 scrap	metal,	 along	with	 raw	 textiles,	
being	 one	 of	 Kyrgyzstan’s	 major	 exports	 in	 the	 commercial	 exchange	 that	 animates	 the	
route.	Halfway	through	the	video,	the	jarring	clang	of	metal	breaks	into	a	patriotic	ballad	to	
At-Bashy	 (a	 mountain	 village	 up	 north)	 sung	 to	 a	 harmonica	 by	 an	 amateur.	 The	 video	
closes	with	the	five	screens	converging	into	one,	showing	a	giant	lorry	truck	roaring	further	
away	from	the	screen	and	disappearing	into	a	tiny	speck	amid	the	rolling	green	mountains.	
A	truant	bloke	on	a	mule	gallops	 into	the	frame,	trying	to	catch	up	with	the	disappearing	
vehicle.	Slowly,	both	the	roar	of	the	truck’s	engine,	and	the	trot	of	hooves	fade	into	perfect	
silence.	The	final	impression	is	one	of	life	triumphing	over	the	travails	of	sustenance.			
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‘Sultan’ by Eraly Ospanuly 

 

 

 

The	art	works	are	dominated	by	the	aftermaths	of	Communism,	but	lest	we	forget,	another	
mammoth	 narrative	 of	 the	 twenty-first	 century	 also	 marched	 through	 this	 region,	 the	
narrative	of	Islam.	Do	we	dare	talk	about	the	two	in	the	same	breath?	As	adversarial	as	the	
relationship	between	 the	 two	has	always	been,	 I	would	dare	 to	say	 that	communism	 is	a	
religion	with	different	Gods.	So	many	of	its	elements,	its	defining	structure,	its	strategy	of	
absolute	control	are	also	the	props	that	sustains	religions.	How	can	we	approach	a	subject	
so	slippery?	By	foregoing	the	narrative	of	the	victorious,	by	looking	at	the	situation	from	a	
completely	new	vantage	point,	not	the	usual	overview	or	the	underbelly,	but	a	new	kind	of	
through-tunnel,	a	by-way	that	skirts	sideways.	That	is	what	the	curious	collective	‘Slavs	and	
Tatars’	seem	to	suggest	in	a	work	called	‘Not	Moscow,	Not	Mecca’	which	is	an	installation	of	
a	 shrine	 containing	 indigenous	 fruits	 from	 the	 region.	 Yes,	 fruits.	 Instead	 of	 an	 interred	
saint	or	a	holy	book,	the	deities	at	the	shrine	are	the	quince,	the	watermelon,	the	apricot,	
the	mulberry,	the	sour	cherry	and	the	sweet	lemon.		Islam	in	the	region	was	first	crushed	
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during	 a	 first	 wave	 of	 Russification	 during	 the	 reign	 of	 the	 Czars,	 and	 later,	 during	 the	
Bolshevik	 revolution.	 Slavs	 and	 Tatars	 are,	 as	 the	 name	 suggests,	 a	 multi-ethnic	 artists’	
collective	 whose	 works,	 based	 on	 self-appointed	 cycles	 of	 academic	 field	 research	 and	
travel,	are	in	an	East-meets-West	slash	past-meets-future	style	synthesis,	and	explore	fresh,	
insightful	ways	of	looking	at	trite	beaten-down	subjects	-	‘splits	of	the	mind’,	as	they	call	it.	
They	profess	a	certain	affinity	with	the	region	of	the	Caucasus,	Central	Asia’s	cross-Caspian	
neighbor,	but	their	work	goes	much	beyond	that.	The	exhibition	‘Not	Moscow,	not	Mecca’	is	
accompanied	 by	 a	 book	 of	 the	 same	name	which	 addresses	 the	 question	 of	 Communism	
and	Islam	in	the	region	of	Central	Asia	through	lots	of	transversal	axes.	It	is	part	research,	
part	manifesto	because	of	a	very	subjective	treatment	they	give	it	in	line	with	their	artistic	
credo,	and	constantly	expound	their	philosophy	while	drawing	connections	on	the	basis	of	
their	findings.	The	book	is	richly	illustrated	with	archival	photos	about	the	region,	as	well	
as	nuggets	of	folkloric	and	proverbial	wisdom.	Image	by	image,	story	by	story,	the	fog	lifts	
on	this	land	which	had	been	down	under	for	the	longest	time,	and	which	reveals	itself	as	a	
model	of	a	softer,	saner,	non-brittle	Islam	closer	to	its	spiritual	and	communal	essence	and	
far	removed	from	its	brittle	dogmatic	shell.	
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