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The New Gatsbys
Book review of ‘Tribal Modern’ and ‘Imperial Pomp’
‘Tribal Modern: Branding new nations in the Arab Gulf’ by Miriam Cooke, University of California Press,
214 pages, $ 29, 95
‘Imperial Pomp: Post-Soviet high-rise’ by Frank Herfort, Kerber Photo Art, 175 pages, $ 60

Nations are narratives. Two recent books explore how Gulf Arab and post-Soviet states construct and
broadcast their national narratives. Both regions are what Tanjil Rashid of Financial Times called
‘geopolitical Gatsbys … late to the geopolitical party’.
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On the cover of ‘Tribal Modern’, young boys in tribal costume ride camels in what seems like a casual
procession. Behind them, separated by a water body, a row of sleek sliver skyscrapers lines the horizon
like shiny displays in a shop window. This is no photo-shopped collage of the genre ‘Lawrence of Arabia’
meets ‘Star Trek’. It is the skyline of Doha, the ultra-modern capital of the tiny but fierce emirate of
Qatar, with the small population of 1.9 million but the largest per capita GDP in the world. The
skyscrapers, including the Burj Qatar and Doha Media Centre, are the glamorous starchitecture of
Qatar’s business district of West Bay. The young camel riders are Bedouins who rode to the Corniche to
congratulate the Qatari team upon its return from Zurich after winning the bid for hosting the 2022
World Cup. Between the dromedaries in the foreground and the skyscrapers in the background yawns a
chasm. The contradictory worlds of sand and steel seem unnaturally compressed in a single frame.
This contradiction, argues Cooke, might actually be our limiting belief exposed. The visual snapshot is an
ambassador image for the oxymoron (the neat and juicy ‘tribal modern’) that Cooke explores (and
explodes) in the book. The Gulf Arab nations of today are neither the conservative desert-dwellers nor
the philandering sheikhs waltzing around in diamond-studded Lamborghinis or summering in Parisian
penthouses. Either would be a myopic view, good enough only for a power trip.
‘Tribal modern’ is the term that Cooke uses to describe the way national identity is stylized by each
nation through different forms, like architecture, national day performances, large scale heritage
projects, and sites displaying historical and cultural capital like museums. Through these means, both at
home and abroad, these emergent nations strategically project themselves in order to be seen in a premeditated way– by themselves, by the expatriates in their countries, as well as by the rest of the
international world. For citizens of these states, this brand creates a sense of national pride by drawing
on ‘a past that never was’ to generate an engineered nostalgia. In addition, in post-oil times, with raised
stakes and considerable gains against proof of lineage, tribes compete with each other to prove their
authenticity and loyalty to the ruling tribes for a share in national assets. Tribal affiliation, increasingly
verified through scientific means like DNA testing, is a conduit to the privilege of citizenship and the
rights and privileges that come with it. In the stratified tribal social structure of today, the notion of
respect and social status is also something that accrues through the accident of birth: sir name is
destiny.
For non-locals resident in these countries, the projection of the tribal persona is a means of setting
boundaries to control resources, lest these foreigners get too comfortable in these hedonistic havens of
concrete. In all Gulf Arab countries, expatriates vastly outnumber and outperform locals. It is only
pragmatic that a mechanism of control that goes beyond mere policy matters and is internalized at the
level of unconscious habits and social customs be put in place to ensure that outsiders never penetrate
the inner circle of trust. Lastly, for the rest of the international world, the brand is a marker of clout,
with just the right spash of ‘tribal roots’ thrown in as carefully packaged as cardboard Orientalism,
enticing enough for the investors and desirable traffic to keep flowing.
Granted, the Gulf states have little cultural capital or material heritage to boast. The Museum of Islamic
Art in Doha or any other museum in the Middle East could never compete on intellectual grounds with a
European true blood. Under the circumstances, they can do little better than stick with the mantra ‘fake
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it till you make it’. We humans are an arrogant bunch. We will always hold a grudge against the upstart,
against the person who purchases his way to class instead of earning it or being born into it. In holding
on to our prejudice, we might be blinding ourselves to important lessons in strategy, vision, and
adaptability. The nation-building and branding strategy of Gulf Arab nations offers a model for
inspection. Take Dubai, that little tiger cub of an Emirate and the respect it has earned after bouncing
back ferociously from one slump after another. As Cooke shreds away the naiveté or condescension
that inform the convenient black-and-whiteness of our view about the region, she seems to lean in and
ask - Can we really afford not to pay attention?
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A surrealism of a different order permeates the photographs of post-Soviet nations compiled by German
photographer Frank Herfort in ‘Imperial Pomp’. Astana, Kazakhstan: A flat-topped cylinder-like
structure in a shiny gold the colour of corn takes centre stage in the frame. In comparison, the building
blocks around seem blanched. We are at the House of Ministries in Astana. A woman in blue kneelength dress walks past, her head barely touching the base of the building. Chelyabinsk, Russia: In the
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forefront, in a low-lying brick-lined enclosure, two men sit beside a small fire. One sits in a chair, the
other squats. The first one has his head thrown back, and looks in wonder at a broad blue tower just
beyond the enclosure. This is the Chelyabinsk City Tower .The glass of the tower’s exterior has cloudlike patterns of light and dark patches of blue, and blends with the sky around. Astana again: In the left
half of the picture stands a replica of Triumph Moscow. This is the Triumph Astana. Completed in 2006,
it stands at 466 feet. It is in the style of Stalinist wedding-cake-like architecture. In the right half of the
picture, in what looks like abandoned quarters, a man sits on a bench and a young girl stands beside
him, oblivious to the world on their right. Two worlds separated by a grooved tin barricade sit side by
side in a picture frame, but with seemingly no connection. In most photographs compiled in this book,
buildings – imposing and stark, or loud and colourful - rise like giants, while humans in the frame lurk
like pygmies in corners or at the margins - indifferent, inattentive or awe-struck. The images echo what
art historian Valeria Ibraeva said while describing the relation of man to monument in Soviet
architecture - “The roles of the individual remain static, (confined to) the small figure of the beloved
wife, who barely reaches to the knee of the colossal ruler.”
In 2009, Herfort set out from his native Hamburg to document ‘symbols of new Russia’, which grew into
symbols of the entire post-Soviet space including Belarus, Azerbaijan, and the Central Asian states. The
symbols, similar across the regions covered, add up to a national brand that he terms ‘imperial pomp’, a
nostalgic throwback to Soviet architecture in terms of scale but a breach from it in terms of style and
spirit, and betraying the same neediness of new money for self-projection. Most of the buildings
photographed were completed in the past decade. Their spirit seems celebratory, and they proudly
scream new age. The choice of colours, often loud and in-your-face, seems to celebrate a light-hearted
abandon and wantonness of new freedom. Their forms are adventurous and free-spirited, offering a
delightful, if odd, mash-up of ‘classicism, Stalinism, the avant-garde, and a touch of Lego’, to quote
Herfort himself.
The strangeness of the photographs is less from the buildings alone than it is from Herfort’s peculiar
composing of images and his choice of vantage points. He takes an anti-postcard angle, and the result is
playfully dramatic. The same buildings and sites look very different in standard images found off the net
and in other books on the subject. Frank is in his element when portraying human subjects in their
surroundings. Although this book is about architecture, he uses humans to amplify its scale. The
pompousness of monuments is set off by the Lilliputians going about their business in the margins. Part
of the picture-imperfect charm of these photographs comes from the way the glamorous and polished
shares space with the abandoned and half-done. The Hilton Hotel in Baku, Azerbaijan is photographed
with a view of a construction site in the forefront, literally a mud heap. To see the Railway Station in
Samara, Russia, the eye first roves over empty ceramic flower pots. Unusual vantage points leave an
eerie spin on the finished works.
Both books shake up the viewfinder with which we see the world, and give our habitual perspective a
jolt. Cooke suggests we view our perceived contradictions about the Middle East as complex but coexisting truths in a zone she calls a ‘barzakh’, borrowing a term from Quran. In the ‘barzakh’, opposites
share space comfortably without diluting or annihilating each other. Herfort turns over our habitual
postcard views of statuesque monuments in post-Soviet Russia, dramatically scaling down the
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glamourous in favour of the quirky. I was left wanting more detailed visual exploration of the tribal
modern grey zone, and a more in-depth textual analysis of the strangeness that leaps off the images in
‘Imperial Pomp’.

-

Naima Rashid

This article was first published in the September 2014 issue of Newsline magazine. It may be freely used for personal reading or
educational purposes with correct attribution and acknowledgement of first instance of publication.

