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Modern Central Asian Art Comes to
London

By Julia Karlysheva

November 07, 2011

Kazakh filmmaker Almagul Menlibayeva depicts the shrinking Aral Sea in her production “Transoxiana
Dreams.”

LONDON — Remarkably, in an age of global communications, there are large parts of the
world that remain shrouded in myth and cliche. Despite a cultural history spanning thousands
of years, Central Asia is one such unfortunate case. At best, it conjures up images of
shepherds, camels and strange customs parodied by the fictional character Borat. Yet for most
outsiders, it’s simply a black hole on the world map, occasionally acknowledged by the
foreign press when it comes to Western strategic interests.

With a vibrant selection of recent art, a new London exhibit redresses these simplistic
perceptions and unveils the complex nature of Central Asian culture and identity. Aptly titled
“Between Heaven and Earth,” the show evokes a multifaceted realm of mountains and steppe,
faith and secularism, tradition and modernity.
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According to curator David Elliott, the idea of heaven and earth is “a metaphor for life itself, a
path that we all tread.” But the analogy is starkest in the center of Asia, where shaman meets
communist and past meets a constantly updated present.

The artists on show are mainly from ex-Soviet republics (better known as the “Stans”) but
also from Afghanistan and Mongolia. Working with a variety of media, they embark on
inventive juxtapositions of style and subject matter to create thought-provoking and often
humorous pieces. Frequently engaging with the past, they also invoke new dilemmas posed by
globalization and development.

Said Atabekov, a founding member of the Kazakh avant-garde, starkly captures the clash
between the old and the new in his traditional silk and cotton kaftans, lined with the
camouflage uniforms of U.S. marines. Similarly, his compatriot Erbossyn Meldibekov
ironically reflects on the presence of foreign military bases in the region by arming camels
with missiles and painting them onto ceramic plates.

For her part, Almagul Menlibayeva uses the mythical world to ponder a very real concern, that
of the shrinking Aral Sea. In a stunning video starring centaur-like fox spirits, the artist
ponders the relationship between rapid industrialization and environmental decay.

While many of the works address national stereotypes, political legacies and power shifts, one
artist looks toward science for inspiration. Blending together conceptual architecture,
philosophy and math, Saken Narynov cites Stephen Hawking among his influences. While
grateful for his Soviet education, he says independence has finally allowed local artists to
“open up and show who they really are.”

Surprisingly, even after the fall of the Iron Curtain, there have been few attempts to
contextualize and show art from the region. David Elliott says this has added to “a reductive
colonialist view” and misunderstanding.

With this in mind, “Between Heaven and Earth” is a project that strives to promote cultural
understanding of Central Asia in the West. Stepping away from stereotypes, it situates
present-day artistic practice in a dynamic framework that it rightly deserves. Some would
argue that “Central Asia” is itself a hackneyed phrase that simplifies and reduces. But while
the exhibition tackles themes of shared history and culture, it also keeps in mind the
individual voices in each location. Popular myths are not easily erased, but this is certainly a
good start.

“Between Heaven and Earth” runs through Nov. 13 at Calvert 22 Foundation, 22 Calvert
Avenue, London. Old Street or Liverpool Street tube stations. Tel. +44 (020) 7613-2141,
www.calvert22.org
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