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FOREWORD

SUSAN KATZ

Program Director,
CEC ArtsLink
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CEC ArtsLink (www.cecartslink.org), an interna-
tional arts exchange organization with more than 50
years of experience working in post-Soviet countries,
created the Art Prospect Network program in 2016 to
support the development of new creative methods to
affect positive change through the arts and facilitate
greater inter-regional exchange. Art Prospect is a
carefully crafted multi-year program of projects and
events that demonstrate creative agency and empow-
er artists and their audiences by challenging standard
notions of public space, nationality, and culture. The
program is guided by the Art Prospect Network of
thirteen cultural organizations, in ten post-Soviet
countries, dedicated to developing innovative meth-
ods for addressing social concerns through the arts
and promoting greater exchange and collaboration
in the region. Through a program of international
exchanges, residencies, and public art festivals, Art
Prospect illuminates the vibrancy of local communities
and advances the vital role that artists play in pro-
moting understanding and respect among people of
differing cultures and perspectives. In only two years,
Art Prospect has supported more than fifty artist
residency exchanges and five public art festivals,
reaching out to thousands of individuals in ten coun-
tries. The Art Prospect website (www.artprospect.org)
serves as an open forum about socially engaged art
and public art in the region by providing information
about residency projects and festivals as well as news
from our partners and project alumni.

This publication grew out of our commitment to
exploring and sharing how socially engaged art reso-
nates with artists and communities in the post-

Soviet environment. CEC ArtsLink commissioned the

Susan Katz

publication to address the need for greater information
about regional creative initiatives that engage local
residents, artists, and city government agencies to
work together to address social concerns, improve
their urban environment, and support multi-
disciplinary, transnational collaboration and exchange.
Recognizing the dearth of information about socially
engaged art in post-Soviet countries, and the impor-
tance of this information for facilitating greater inter-
national exchange and collaboration, CEC ArtsLink
decided to undertake a preliminary investigation of the
history, practice, and perception of socially engaged
art in the ten Art Prospect Network countries. We in-
vited Network members to share their experiences and
perceptions of the role of the arts in building society,
and to do so in the form of “Dispatches from the Field.”
Art Prospect Network members were asked to
answer a series of questions based on their experi-
ence, knowledge, and research about social practice
art in their country/city, including history and practice
today, impact and perception, and resources and
documentation. What does the term “socially engaged
art” mean in the countries of the former Soviet Union
and how do artists in those nations creatively address
social and political issues and engage local communi-
ties? How are these art projects perceived by local au-
diences, the media, and government? What resources
are available to support socially engaged art projects?
Publication co-editor Katharina Stadler, an Austrian
artist based in Georgia, conducted interviews with
the Network partners to supplement the information
provided in written questionnaires. Their responses
were edited and formatted into essays addressing
three topics: Pioneers and Practices, Perceptions

Foreword
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Student as a Guide. Educational program and a tour as part of the Art Seri/graph studio, Anya Ivanenko, Zhenya Polosina, From point A to
Prospect Festival Memory Threads: Museum and Neighborhood, Tbilisi, point B, game-tour as part of the Art Prospect Festival: Four Days
Georgia, 2018. From the archive of the Silk Museum on the Road, Kyiv, Ukraine, 2018. Photo by Aleksandr Kovalenko
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Art Prospect participants in Bukhara, Uzbekistan, 2017
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and Responses, and Resources and References. To
provide a more in-depth look into the work of socially
engaged artists in the region, we also asked four local
artists and curators to write case studies about particu-
lar projects and critical issues in their cities.

Innovative practitioners who are conducting proj-
ects in their countries that address social issues and en-
gage local communities wrote the “Dispatches from the
Field” and case studies. Not surprisingly, these essays
vary immensely, reflecting not only the diversity of cul-
tures and socio-political situations in these post-Soviet
countries, but also how these characteristics influence
the role the arts play in building society. A theme the
essays share is a reference to the lack of a framework
for contemporary art in post-Soviet countries while also
highlighting the diversity of arts practices and cultural
traditions in countries little known outside the region.
Without the information in these case studies and es-
says, we would not know how severely the development
of contemporary art has been stunted by the lingering
impact of Tajikistan’s civil war or how Kyiv artists reflect
the status of the LGBTQI community in their work or
why Moldovan artists are working to transform Chisindu
through interventions and arts events.

’ /— 

THE ESSAYS VARY IMMENSELY, REFLECTING NOT ONLY
THE DIVERSITY OF CULTURES AND SOCIO-POLITICAL
SITUATIONS IN THESE POST-SOVIET COUNTRIES, BUT
ALSO HOW THESE CHARACTERISTICS INFLUENCE THE
ROLE THE ARTS PLAY IN BUILDING SOCIETY

Foreword



ART PROSPECT ILLUMINATES THE VIBRANCY OF LOCAL COMMUNITIES AND
ADVANCES THE VITAL ROLE THAT ARTISTS PLAY IN PROMOTING UNDERSTANDING
AND RESPECT AMONG PEOPLE OF DIFFERING CULTURES AND PERSPECTIVES
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Public discussion as part of the Art Prospect Festival: Bishkek
Green Zones Fresh Breath, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 2017
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We invite readers to engage with this publica-
tion and the Art Prospect website (www.artprospect.
org)—to post their impressions, to share their experi-
ences in the region, and to ask questions. This publi-
cation is just the beginning of our initiative to support
transnational exchange and new models for creatively
addressing socio-political concerns, transforming
urban environments, and engaging local communi-
ties. We hope it serves to connect the broader arts
community to this fascinating region, engage funders,
and advocate for the importance of transnational
cultural exchange.

Foreword
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A MIRACLE
OR MISUNDERSTANDING

VIKTOR MISIANO

Curator and art theorist
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Socially engaged art in the former Soviet coun-
tries is either a miracle or a misunderstanding, for
there are too many reasons why it should not exist.
There are too many social, political, and discursive
circumstances, occasioned by the post-Soviet con-
dition, that should have mitigated against its emer-
gence. However, things are more complicated and
more paradoxical than that. We can say there are too
many grounds for socially engaged art practices to
make a name for themselves in the region and gen-
erate a need and understanding on the part of artists,
critics, and audiences. However, it is these selfsame
grounds that are the main stumbling block to the flour-
ishing of socially engaged art.

The first thing that numbs the post-Soviet social
aesthetic sensibility is the legacy of the Soviet aes-
thetic. Communist ideology regarded art as an agent
of social change. The idea of art’s autonomy was
deemed something ideologically alien. So, since the
end of the communist period was seen as a liberation
in the Soviet republics, its standards, including its
artistic standards, were rejected out of hand.

The paradox partly has to do with the fact that
during the late-Soviet period official aesthetic stan-
dards were nearly completely ignored. The notion that
art was valuable in itself was a commonplace shared
not only by artists at odds with the state art estab-
lishment but also by artists who were the system’s
darlings. Despite the differences that existed among
the trends and vectors of late-Soviet art, nearly all of
them were inspired by pan-aestheticism.

This is the source of the late-Soviet art world’s
peculiar take on contemporary art in the West.
Although it was a matter of course in those days that

Viktor Misiano

the West was superior culturally, its art was seen
as obscure and was not accepted with open arms.
Conservative Soviet artists saw the works of their
Western contemporaries as an aesthetic dead end, a
historical mistake. On the contrary, their radical coun-
terparts were programmatically focused on Western
art canons, but they deliberately or unconsciously
depoliticized them. Art & Language and Arte Povera,
for example, were seen as purely speculative projects
for playing with ideas and forms. The Western neo-
avant-garde’s critical thrust went unrecognized and
was sublimated. From the Soviet liberal perspective,
what could there be to criticize in the West if it was the
best of all possible worlds?

This mindset naturally migrated intact into the
post-Soviet period. Neoliberalism, which argues
that political democracy is predefined by the market
economy, took on cartoonish shapes in the former
Soviet countries. After the state system of protecting
culture and art had collapsed, the universal prejudice
took hold that art’s place was on the market and in the
service of the new regime building the market. Many
artists came to believe that attaining commercial suc-
cess was a moral obligation, the natural contribution
of artists to the cause of neoliberal social reform.

There were, however, a few artists who tackled
the new social reality with a different set of tools and
ideas. Since Soviet authoritarianism was a thing of the
past, and our corner of the world was trying the prin-
ciples of Western democracy on for size, artists, cu-
rators, and critics should adopt the stance of Western
intellectuals, meaning they should serve as a source
of critical reflection. It proved difficult to embrace this
stance, however. Artists could try to appeal to society,

A Miracle or Misunderstanding



ARTISTS COULD TRY

TO APPEAL TO SOCIETY,
THUS FINDING THEIR
PLACE INIT

BUT THE UNSTABLE,
MUTATING, ATOMIZING,
AND CHAOTIC
CONDITIONS THAT
MARKED THE FIRST
POST-SOVIET DECADE
COULD HARDLY BE
LABELED A FULL-
FLEDGED SOCIETY
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thus finding their place in it, but the unstable, mutat-
ing, atomizing, and chaotic conditions that marked
the first post-Soviet decade could hardly be labeled a
full-fledged society.

The disintegration of society and its institutions
blurred the lines between art and life. What passed it-
self off as art during the period was definitely not art in
the social sense. There was no institutional infrastruc-
ture that could have vetted and legitimated it as art.
Consequently, art’s gambit of meeting society halfway
was half-baked. Social critique and social engage-
ment were purely rhetorical approaches or, as was
the saying back then, a “matter of attitude.” What the
socially focused art of the period lacked was a real,
rather than an imaginary, figure of the social other that
could function as art’s object of description and the
subject of its conversation with society.

Engagement was made possible in the nough-
ties, a byproduct of stabilization and the rudiments
of an emerging art system. Once it had stabilized,
society manifested itself as a clearly delineated reality,
while art, snug inside the shell of institutions, obtained
an outside purchase and perspective on society.
Consequently, having secured its autonomy, art was
able to violate it, to sacrifice it in order to serve society.
However, the new, post-communist system, a work in
progress by the new political and economic regime,
was not conceived as that regime’s obligation to soci-
ety but as a gift or tool, a means of self-promotion. The
system was, therefore, not expected to engage either
in social critique or institutional critique. Critically mind-
ed artists were thus encouraged to defend the idea of
refraining from criticism since it could damage the still
young and fragile art system, which vouchsafed art’s

Viktor Misiano

autonomy and, thus, the possibility of adopting critical
stances and engaging with society.

However, this paradoxical rationale—conform-
ism for the sake of nhonconformism sometime in the
future—did not win over everyone. There were those
who broke the implicit collective vow to abstain from
criticism. Their analysis of post-communist society
and the reaction to its vulnerabilities found its place
and support amid the international critical main-
stream. It immediately split the post-Soviet art world
in two. Supporters of the new, Western-inspired art
system accused the new engaged art of cosmopoli-
tanism, for it was the previous regime that forced art
to serve society whereas now, living by the laws of
the Western, globalized world, art could finally deal
with its own concerns. Therefore, the moral majority
argued, generating yet another paradox, those who
wanted to serve society were agents of anti-
Westernism and alien to the new art milieu. They
should be exiled whence they came, to the source of
their support, meaning the West.

Finally, the third post-communist decade has
sublimated most of the paradoxes and contradictions
of the previous decades but seemingly so as to yield
life up to new inconsistencies. Relationalism and par-
ticipation are now standard tools in the kits of many
artists. However, it is often unclear what artists hope,
ultimately, to achieve by reaching out to others. Social
reality remains critically under-described and poorly
analyzed, and so participation is often invoked by art-
ists for its own sake, while relations are constructed in
a void, for the sake of constructing them. At the same
time, the work of many other artists is impelled by a
very clear sense of their social context, although their

A Miracle or Misunderstanding



critical sensibility is rendered somewhat mundane
by a lack of understanding of the prospects of the
society on which they expend their creative efforts.
Finally, there are works in which society’s prospects
are imagined quite coherently, only it is unclear how
they will transit from the current conjuncture to their
final destination. The social ideal of these artists thus
appears speculative, if not utopian.

But what most of these artists have in com-
mon is an inescapable focus on globalized Western
benchmarks. The only problem is that the West itself
is not unified, a fact that sometimes goes unnoticed
in the post-communist back of beyond. It has fissured
into parts and particulars, and today it is chockablock
with all the same inconsistencies as the post-Soviet
world. Moreover, the post-Soviet countries have now
made such overwhelming progress (a fact to which
the articles in this anthology attest) in evolving as so-
cieties and art scenes that they are strikingly different
from one another. The differences are so great that
we might doubt whether the term “post-Soviet” has
any generalizing power left in it. The reality in these
countries, however, has not yet attained a definitive
shape and peculiar quality of its own. It has no name
and no identity independent of its links to the Soviet
past. So, if we are unjustified in calling these countries
post-Soviet, the only other thing we can do is call
them post-post-Soviet.

The last of post-Soviet socially engaged art’s
contradictions is that, over the past three decades, it
has largely ignored the fact that contemporary art’s
social ideal is based on the Soviet avant-garde. When
it rejected the Soviet avant-garde along with every-
thing else Soviet, post-Soviet critical art abandoned a
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legacy that has been a vital support of critical, socially
engaged art in Western countries. The rediscovery of
this heritage is underway, however, and the question
of whether the post-Soviet world had to abandon
everything Soviet so hastily and wholesale has been
raised. If this had not happened, though, the progress
| have described above would not have occurred. One
outcome of this trajectory has been, in fact, a recon-
sideration of attitudes to the Soviet utopia.

Viktor Misiano
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COUNTRIES HAVE
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“POST-SOVIET” HAS
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Labyrinth, Fire. Absheron peninsula, Azerbaijan, 2000.

Photo by Sanan Aleskerov
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PIONEERS AND PRACTICES

One of the earliest associations of artists in
Azerbaijan was the Baku Arts Center (BAC). Founded
in the mid-1980s and inspired by the democrat-
ic reforms launched in the Soviet Union, the BAC
gave artists, photographers, architects, performers,
composers, poets, flmmakers, and other creative
professionals the opportunity to combine forces
and promote new, free approaches to art. The BAC
powered culture in Azerbaijan in those years, and it
has continued to incubate ideas about society, art, the
environment, children’s art, and our region’s cultural
and historical legacy.

In Azerbaijan’s post-colonization period, artists
were able to voice themselves freely. Many of them
wanted to talk about socially relevant subjects.
Performance art, land art, and conceptual art came to
the fore." As the noughties approached, socially en-
gaged art evolved as a tool for working with different
communities. The aim was to involve those commu-
nities in urban life and encourage positive changes in
the environment.

The projects produced by the group Labyrinth
(1996-2005) exemplified this trend. The group
was founded by artist and independent curator

1 Teymur Daimi has written several articles about the pio-
neers of Azerbaijani contemporary art, including “Visual Artin
Azerbaijan at the Turn of the Millennia” (in Russian, https://www.
baku.ru/blg-list.php?id=68621&amp;cmm_id=944). Art Radar
Asia has also published a brief overview of Azerbaijani contempo-

rary art in English (https://artradarasia.wordpress.com/category/

themes-and-subjects/ships/).

Sabina Abbasova

Sabina Shikhlinskaya in collaboration with artists
Sanan Aleskerov, Ujal Hagverdiyev, Elnur Babayev,
Lena Hagverdiyeva, Eliyar Alimirzoyev, Huseyn
Hagverdiyev, Aiten Rzakuliyeva, Shahin Shikhaliyev,
Museib Amirov, and Zakir Huseynov. The group’s
primary impetus was to avoid returning to the mod-
ernist era, focusing instead on researching and
applying new art practices, and working with natural
and public spaces. Labyrinth’s manifesto was not an
outcome of but a meditation on the changes that had
occurred in Azerbaijani society and art. Thus, in 1996,
Labyrinth rented the entire second floor of the Sattar
Bahlulzadeh Gallery for a month. The artists spent
twenty-nine days living in the gallery and mounting an
exhibition that involved transforming the gallery into

a labyrinth, a space filled with dead ends and exits.

A thousand people saw the show at its opening. This
was the group’s first attempt to involve viewers in the
action.

Another of Labyrinth’s projects was a Symposium
on Environmental Disaster on the Absheron peninsula.
It dealt with environmental problems in the Caspian
Sea, mostly caused by the dilapidated state of the
oil industry in the aftermath of Azerbaijan’s exit from
the Soviet Union. It was supported by the Azerbaijan
Youth and Sports Ministry. The artists lived on the
site, researching the uniqueness of Absheron and
intervening in the environment by producing installa-
tions incorporating found metal, trash, and so on, thus
underscoring the ongoing disaster. Many other artists,
diplomats, and concerned citizens traveled to the pen-
insula for meetings and discussions.

Azerbaijan
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LOCAL RESIDENTS

WERE INVOLVED

IN THE ART-MAKING
PROCESS, DURING WHICH
THEY TRIED TO FIGURE
OUT WHAT ARTISTS DO
AND WHY THEY DO IT

zerbaijan



Labyrinth, Bolshevik Nariman Narimanov. Absheron peninsula,
Azerbaijan, 1999-2000. Photo by Sanan Aleskerov
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In 2000, Labyrinth held a series of master class-
es and staged theater productions at a tuberculosis
sanitorium. Aiten Rzakuliyeva, Sabina Shikhlinskaya,
and Elchin Nadir continued to work on the project
for two years. At the same time, Labyrinth launched
another project, Fire, which involved three locations:
Yanar Dag Hill, the Ateshgah Temple of Fire, and the
coast of the Absheron peninsula. Local residents
were involved in the art-making process, during which
they tried to figure out what artists do and why they do
it. Ultimately, the group discussed important issues,
including the direction in which Azerbaijan was head-
ed. Labyrinth regarded this interaction as one of the
project’s most important outcomes.

Nargen, a work of land art, was one of Labyrinth’s
final projects. Nargen is a restricted-access island
situated in the Bay of Baku, ten kilometers south of the
city. During the First World War, Nargen housed not
only a lighthouse but also a POW camp.

“As many as seven thousand Turkish,
Hungarian, Czech, German and Austrian POWs were
housed in barracks erected hastily from rotten boards.
The unsanitary conditions, lack of drinking water and
medicines, and hunger caused high mortality among
the prisoners,” wrote Irada Rustami.?

Later, the island served as a prison camp
for victims of the Stalinist Great Terror. During the
Second World War, Polish POWs were transferred to

2 Irada Rustami, “The Secret of Nargen Island,” Nash Baku
(in Russian), https://www.ourbaku.com/index.php/%E2%80%9C %
D0%A2%D0%B0%D0%B9%D0%BD%D0%B0_%D0%BE%D1%81
%D1%82%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B0_%D0%9D%D0%B
0%D1%80%D0%B3%D0%B5%D0%BD%22.

Azerbaijan
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Equals, Casur qizlar (Brave girls). Baku, Ganja, Sumgait, Barda,
Azerbaijan, 2018. Photo by Aysel Akhundov

WHOLE NEIGHBORHOODS

HAVE BEEN DISAPPEARING,

AND OUR MEMORY HAS
VANISHED WITH THEM
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the island to build fortifications. After Stalin’s death, the
prison camp was closed, replaced by a military base
that operated on the island until the Soviet Union’s
collapse in 1991. Currently, the island is home only

to ruined buildings and the lighthouse. Old ships lie
rusting on the shoreline, the buildings are pockmarked
with numerous traces of bullets, and human bones
and snakes pop up at every turn. Fishermen who ply
their trade near the island also find human bones—the
remains of the victims of the Great Terror—in their
nets. Labyrinth produced several photo and installa-
tion projects based on their study of the locale. Since
Nargen is still closed to the general public, it would

be inaccurate to call Nargen socially engaged art,
although it grappled with historical subjects of para-
mount importance.

According to Sabina Shikhlinskaya, Labyrinth’s
curator, the group’s work could be only provisionally
defined as land art. In terms of Azerbaijan, Labyrinth’s
projects were classic public art, inspired by current
social, environmental, and other hot-button issues. One
of the last projects Shikhlinskaya curated for the group
was Disappearance, which aimed to show the extreme-
ly shabby state of Azerbaijan’s architectural heritage.

Many things have been changing, in Baku in
particular. Whole neighborhoods have been disappear-
ing, and our memory has vanished with them. My show
was a kind of protest. It took place not in a gallery or
museum but in the most devastated section of the so-
called Soviet District, in the Abilov Culture Club. This
stunningly beautiful building, constructed in 1895, has
no windows and the roof leaks, meaning it has been
left to wrack and ruin, unfortunately. Several artists and
| showed video works dealing with the disappearance

Sabina Abbasova

of the Soviet District. . . . There was a great deal of
buzz about the show. . . | won’t bother naming the
names, organizations, and institutions, but literally the
day after the opening the question was raised: if there
is such interest on the part of Europeans, maybe the
Abilov Culture Club should be a listed building? This
question is currently on the agenda. If it happens that
the building obtains protected status, you can say our
efforts were not in vain.®

Among other important undertakings, | should
mention the multidisciplinary project Treatment of
Postwar Stress (Sabirabad, 1994—1996), which in-
volved refugees from Nagorno-Karabakh.* The project
team included physicians, psychologists, dance and
gym teachers, and the artists Gyulara Esrafilzadeh
and Elnur Babayev. Tarlan Gorchu curated the proj-
ect, which had support from the Norwegian Refugee
Council. Babayev later wrote about his experience:

| was educated as a teacher, but | had no experi-
ence dealing with refugees. The team would travel ev-
ery weekend to run classes for children. After a while,

3 Leyla Mamedova, “Sabina Shikhlinskaya: ‘Stupid cli-
chés are embedded in the minds of many of our people due to
a lack of cultural education,” Tnews.az, April 18, 2019, http://
www.1news.az/news/sabina-shihlinskaya-suschestvuyus-

chie-v-azerbaydzhane-programmy-delayut-cheloveka-bezyni-
ciativnym-i-pokornym---foto?fbclid=IwAR3_7egNI8h51ED7Bzyd-
fWVWoEoGh1V1S2kjK9iMuJdedrhtm4PvfOmnFVrk.

4 The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict (https://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Nagorno-Karabakh_conflict) is an ethnic and territorial conflict

between Armenia and Azerbaijan that has long historical and cul-
tural roots. It flared up during perestroika (1987-88), escalating into
a full-scale war between 1991 and 1994.

Azerbaijan
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Sabina Shikhlinskaya, Emil Mejnunov (Moose), Save the Earth.
Madeni Niyyst (Cultural Intent), Art Therapy. Baku, Azerbaijan, Participate! Public Art Festival, Baku, Azerbaijan, 2013.
ongoing since 2015. Courtesy of Madeni Niyyaet Courtesy of Trend.az
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Farkhad Hagverdi, YardArt. Participate! Public Art Festival, Baku,
Azerbaijan, 2013. Courtesy of Trend.az, Gamid Amin-zade
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| realized that you should not teach children but play
with them and tell them stories. By introducing children
to the creative process, the artists wanted to distract
the children from their problems and project their
thoughts and feelings on producing a “product.” One of
the girls, for example, wrote excellent poems, it turned
out. She had published a small book under the pen
name Kocharli (from the word meaning “immigrants”).
The book brought her to the attention of the municipal
authorities, who found an apartment for her family in
Baku. The project was the best thing | have ever done.

In recent years, Azerbaijan has been quite vig-
orously engaged with otherwise marginalized groups,
such as people with disabilities. Madani Niyyst has
been systematically involved in such projects, organiz-
ing numerous master classes in mental hospitals. ESA
Theater also works with disabled people. Equals Baku
occasionally holds feminist poetry readings. Recently,
they published the children’s book Stories for Brave
Girls, a collection of fairytale-like stories about real
women practicing different professions in Azerbaijan.

I should also note the young artist Agil
Abdullayev, who deals with LGBTQ+ topics, for exam-
ple, his project Because We Are the Next, a series of
lecture-performances launched in November 2018 at
the close of his solo show at ARTIM Project, in Baku.
The lectures dealt with such timely issues as misogyny
in social networks, sexual discrimination, LGBTQ+
rights, and equality. After a successful experience in
Baku, Abdullayev delivered the lectures in other parts
of the country (Qakh and Ganja). He is currently work-
ing on a way of presenting the lectures in the south of
the country, where people are the most conservative.
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Vahid Ali, Urban gardening (before and after).
Art Prospect: Urban Olum, Baku, Azerbaijan, 2017.
Photo by Matthew Soulnechnii
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IN 2017, PILL9, WITH SUPPORT FROM
CEC ARTSLINK AS PART OF THEIR ART
PROSPECT FESTIVAL, ORGANIZED

A TWO-WEEK PROJECT TO CLEAN UP
PUBLIC SPACGES IN AZERBAIJAN

BY BRINGING TOGETHER LOCAL

AND FOREIGN ARTISTS WITH

LOCAL COMMUNITIES

Vahid Ali, Urban gardening. Art Prospect: Urban Olum, Baku,
Azerbaijan, 2017. Photo by Matthew Soulnechnii
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Samir Salakhov, Fisherman. Art Prospect: Urban Olum, Baku,
Azerbaijan, 2017. Photo by Matthew Soulnechnii

22

Table of Contents

Another project Abdullayev has planned for May
2019 is a Diversity Film Festival in collaboration with
Salaam Cinema founders Leyla Gafarova and llkin
Huseynov. It would be the country’s first queer film
festival, featuring screenings of twenty short and fea-
ture films, three workshops, five lectures by gay rights
activists, and two art shows. The festival aims to gen-
erate an inclusive environment that would increase
acceptance of different shades of gender identity and
sexual orientation, and help outsiders join forces.

The following public art and socially engaged art
projects have been noteworthy in recent years.

In 2012, Yarat Contemporary Art Space or-
ganized Participate!, a public art festival at which
Sabina Shikhlinskaya (Save the Earth), Farkhad
Hagverdi (YardArt), Orhan Mammad (VIP Underpass),
Afat Baghirova (Tell Me Your Secret), and Azeri
Artmongers (Playing Numbers) presented works.

Farkhad Hagverdi produced YardArtin a Baku
courtyard in collaboration with artists Arif Amirov,
Aydin Baghirov, Hasan Hagverdiyev, and Emil
Mejnunov. The project revolved around the notion of
interacting with a local community to paint murals and
stimulating the courtyard’s residents to improve their
everyday lives by changing a public space. This was
what Hagverdi himself had to say about the project:

I had always wanted to paint a courtyard legally,
in such a way it was not deemed graffiti, but the
community’s idea. That was how it happened. | went
there ahead of time and talked over everything with
the residents. Everyone supported the idea. While we
were painting, the local kids would bring us tea and
sweets. The atmosphere was fun and friendly. It was
a joint project just as | had intended. Unfortunately,
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the project did not go on. It is a complicated process.
Besides, in socially engaged projects, you sometimes
have to get over yourself and do at least a little some-
thing to help people. But hardly anyone wants to buy
what you are selling, since this is not the kind of art
that makes people money. It is primarily a species of
solidarity and charity.

Playing Numbers involved building a playroom at
a children’s hospital. It was the brainchild of the Azeri
Artmongers—Patricio Forrester, Catherine Shovlin,
Olga Martynova-Guliyeva, Aysel Nagiyeva, Sabina
Abbasova, Dina Izmaylova, Shahribanu Abdulaziz,
Lala Garayeva, and Bahar Alizadeh. The playroom
was centered around the concepts of learning, play,
and care. The children were asked to move the figures
around to make different numbers from one to ten, or
even make up new numbers. They could also build
places for hiding or sitting with their parents. It was
a way to have them spend time outside their rooms at
the hospital.

In 2017, PILLS, with support from CEC ArtsLink
as part of their Art Prospect Festival, organized a two-
week project to clean up public spaces in Azerbaijan
by bringing together local and foreign artists with
local communities. The goal was to inspire residents
to get involved in the culture and civic life of their
neighborhoods.®

| should likewise mention Yaradan Project, in
which young artists from different genres volunteer to

5 Photos can be viewed at https://www.facebook.com/pg/
atelierpille/photos/?tab=album&album_id=565681677126593
and https://www.facebook.com/pg/atelierpille/
photos/?tab=album&album_id=498911287136966.
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IN THE PAST YEAR,
SEVERAL INDEPENDENT
ART VENUES HAVE
EMERGED IN BAKU
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work with children, fostering a love of art while helping
them to open up and sense their own importance to
society.

Resuming our conversation about civic cam-
paigns, | would like to mention several of them in
the field of art education, since education directly
impacts art practices in Azerbaijan. | have men-
tioned Sabina Shikhlinskaya, an Honored Artist of
Azerbaijan and independent curator. Along with
numerous exhibition projects, including shows
involving young artists, Shikhlinskaya gave a master
class in curating in 2013 at Yarat Contemporary Art
Space. In 2014, she curated /nvading the Museum
2014, which involved thirty up-and-coming artists
visiting museums around Azerbaijan over six months
and attending lectures on conceptual art before
producing their own works, integrating them into
traditional museums.

Another key figure was Leyla Akhundzadeh (1953—
2010), who was an Honored Art Worker of Azerbaijan,
art historian, chair of the department of art theory and
art history at the Azerbaijan Art Academy, and president
of Wings of Time, an association that supported creative
work, and whose membership consisted of young art-
ists, musicians, art scholars, and photographers.

Yarat Contemporary Art Space, which | have
mentioned, was founded in 2011 by Aida Mahmudova
and was the first official independent art organiza-
tion in Azerbaijan. Yarat kicked off by bringing local
artists together through group shows and education
programs. Its infancy took place during an econom-
ic boom in Azerbaijan, and it was enthusiastically
supported by the business community and Culture
Ministry. It was then possible to recruit well-known
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artists to take part in educational projects, stage
large-scale shows (see above), and construct a large
building featuring a library, a sizable auditorium, and
exhibition spaces.

In 2015, however, when Azerbaijan went through
an economic downturn, Yarat’s financing dried up,
leading to cuts in education programs involving
international experts. Yarat continues to run master
classes for all comers regardless of their ages and
professions, courses for curators, film screenings,
open lectures, and exhibitions, as well as ARTIM, its
support project for novice artists.

In the past year, several independent art venues
have emerged in Baku, including the movie theater
Salaam Cinema Baku, which | have mentioned.
Alongside alternative film screenings, Salaam Cinema
serves as a site for educational programs, master
classes, and discussions. It was founded by director
Leyla Gafarova and photographer Ilkin Huseynov.

Art Garden Ganja is a unique venue, located
outside the Azerbaijani capital. It aims to generate and
cultivate ties in the art community, serve as a place
where artists and their allies can come together, and
act as a free venue for creative people to carry out their
projects and educational undertakings (workshops,
seminars, etc.). It was founded by Murad Nabiyev.

Dreamer’s Lab is a program aimed at young
people seeking social change. Applicants had to write
essays outlining their ideas for solving social prob-
lems. Fifty residents of Baku between the ages of
eighteen and thirty were tapped for the program. Upon
its completion, they plan on implementing projects in
five different areas, including tactical urbanism and
art. Dreamer’s Lab was founded by Baku Idealab.
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PERCEPTIONS AND RESPONSES

Young artists are most often wary of working
with people from outside their milieu since they lack
experience and fear rejection, especially if the work
involves public space, where they need to make con-
tact with people themselves and interact with them di-
rectly. This was the conclusion we reached based on
our own experience running the festival Art Prospect:
Urban Olum. Artists found it hard to break out of the
customary trajectory: me > my ideas > working in my
studio > showing my work at an exhibition.

The Azerbaijan Art Academy still adheres to
the principles of traditional art. The only opportunities
for learning new methods are self-education and the
periodic workshops at Yarat, where one can learn
the basics of contemporary art but where socially
engaged practices are still not on the menu, unfortu-
nately. Many of the projects presented at the festival
Participate!, aside from the ones mentioned earlier,
thus avoided getting people involved in the production
of those projects. In the case of Art Prospect: Urban
Olum, although we organizers were open to participa-
tory practices, the artists tended to avoid real grass-
roots participation, grounding their projects in places
and local residents conceptually, not practically.

There are positive counterexamples, howev-
er. In 1999, as part of their project Lost in Paradise,
Labyrinth staged a performance involving local
residents. It took place in a dilapidated ancient bath
in the town of Pirsagi on the Absheron peninsula.
The artists wrapped the bath in white cloth, which
the wind whipped into the most fantastic shapes. The
artists and locals then carried the white cloth into
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the sea. This was a more theatrical performance, of
course, but it was prepped and staged with the local
populace’s direct involvement. The artists wanted to
raise the issue of the value of the site’s architectural
and cultural heritage. Subsequently, the bath was
restored. It is currently a regionally listed architectural
landmark.

This story shows that calling on people to make
something in common through art is one means of
encouraging them to feel responsible for their com-
mon space. It all begins with small groups. Change is
possible when people act step-by-step and regularly.

In this sense, short-term projects can be prob-
lematic and ambiguous. A striking example of this was
our festival Art Prospect: Urban Olum. After it was
over, we never went back to Baku’s Bayil District, the
festival’s focus. Ultimately, everything we did as part
of the project was destroyed by the local residents,
and the space reverted to its condition before our in-
terventions. Because we were busy achieving tangible
outcomes, we had neither the time nor the energy for
interacting with residents and didn’t speak with them
about the importance and pleasure of taking care of
common spaces.

| regard this as a good example of how not to do
a socially engaged art project. | am confident, howev-
er, that socially engaged art’s strength lies in its direct
dialogue with society, unlike conceptual art and other
kinds of art, making it capable of having a consider-
able impact on life in Azerbaijan.

Most of the projects | have enumerated aimed
to make a lasting difference in people’s daily lives.
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The outcomes of these practices have not always
been satisfactory, however. Successful implementa-
tion of such undertakings requires, | would argue, the
following auxiliary resources: curators with socio-
logical training who could mediate between artists
and communities; ways of monitoring and sustaining
long-term projects, including programs for maintaining
cooperation with communities; and the production

of works not only by professional artists but also by
“untrained” members of the public. Perhaps putting
these arrangements in place will help us achieve
more productive outcomes in socially engaged art in
Azerbaijan.

MOST OF THE PROJECTS | HAVE ENUMERATED AIMED
TO MAKE A LASTING DIFFERENCE IN PEOPLE’S

DAILY LIVES, BUT THEIR RESULTS ARE NOT ALWAYS
SATISFACTORY
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RESOURCES AND REFERENCES

Art Garden Ganja.

https://www.facebook.com/artgardengancal.

Asmart Creative Hub.
Baku Ideal.ab.

https://www.facebook.com/AsmartCreativeHub/.

http://bakuidealab.az/.

Dreamer’s Lab.

https://www.facebook.com/pg/dreamers.lab/about/.

Equals Baku (feminist youth group).

https://www.facebook.com/equalsbaku.

ESA Theater (inclusive theater).

https://www.facebook.com/esateatr.

Madani Niyyat (art therapy project).
PILL® (architecture and urban studies).

https://www.facebook.com/culturalintent.

https://www.facebook.com/atelierpille/.

Salaam Cinema Baku.
Yaradan Project (children’s art project).

https://www.facebook.com/salaamcinemabakul/.

https://www.facebook.com/Yaradanproject.

Yarat Contemporary Art Space.

http://www.yarat.az/.

Eurasia Partnership Foundation.

http://epfound.az/.

Heydar Aliyev Foundation.

https://heydar-aliyev-foundation.org/en.

Institut Francais.

Swiss Cooperation Office in Azerbaijan.

http://www.ifa.az/fr/.

https://www.eda.admin.ch/countries/azerbaijan/en/home/representations/embassy/cooperation-office.html.

U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan.
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https://az.usembassy.gov/.
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PIONEERS AND PRACTICES

3RD FLOOR WAS THE
FIRST ATTEMPT IN 1987
TO DO SOMETHING
DIFFERENT FROM

THE USUAL UNION OF
ARTISTS SHOWS

IT WAS MORE LIKE
A FESTIVAL, AN
OPEN VENUE WHERE
EVERYONE WHOSE
VOICE HAD BEEN
STIFLED COULD BE
HEARD
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HISTORICAL REVIEW

Undertaken by the younger artists of the older
generation, the so-called non-conformists, the first
collective art actions took place in Armenia in the
early 1980s. The first public art shows were held in
places where the art scene was unaccustomed to
presenting its works, for example, in workshops of
artists, the foyer of the Yerevan Conservatory, and the
half-functioning House of Education. Subsequently,
during the perestroika years of the late 1980s, the
sociocultural movement 3rd Floor (1987-94) was
founded. Aware of the political reforms in the Soviet
Union, the Armenia Union of Artists provided the
avant-gardists with an exhibition space during the
glasnost period. It was a conference room on the third
floor, hence the movement’s name. 3rd Floor was the
first attempt in 1987 to do something different from
the usual Union of Artists shows. It was more like a
festival, an open venue where everyone whose voice
had been stifled could be heard. The project involved
not only artists but also musicians and poets.

More full-fledged shows were organized from
1988 onwards. They featured Dada-style manifestos
that were later also published in newspapers and
magazines. Generally, the movement attempted to be
representative. It organized major art shows whose
ceremonial function, exhibiting the “Western” art (i.e.,
pop art and abstract art) that had been banned during
the Soviet period, played a particular role in legitimiz-
ing and popularizing avant-garde art and modernism.
Despite the fact that the people behind 3rd Floor were
mainly at war with the Soviet nomenklatura as embod-
ied by the Union of Artists, and 3rd Floor’'s members
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were primarily interested in a new aesthetic opposed
to national traditions in art and socialist realism,
several of their shows dealt with domestic political
events. One of them, which focused on the Karabakh
Movement, was entitled 3rd Floor 666 (1989), thus
mirroring the prevalent anti-Soviet sentiments in
Armenian society.

A more socially focused group of artists was
Act, who made a name for themselves in the mid-
1990s (1994-96) by resorting to new methods of
self-expression. Their art was permeated by the
politics of the time. Their arsenal included anti-
institutionalism, interventions, demonstrations,
new media, and analysis.

The anti-Soviet demonstrations of 1988—-90,
focused on the Karabakh Movement, gave way to
the democratization and liberalization of society
after the Soviet Union’s collapse and the ceasefire
on the Armenian-Azerbaijani border. New protests
erupted on the streets of Yerevan in the mid-1990s.
Emphasizing their commitment to ongoing social
reforms and the relevance of contemporary art, mem-
bers of Act joined other artists in 1995 in organizing
a march down one of Yerevan’s main thoroughfares,
the former Marx Prospect. Featuring slogans such
as “Free art, free culture, free creativity,” “Art referen-
dum,” “Political art,” “Creativity will save the world,”
and “Build a new culture to match the new country,” it
was known as the Art Demonstration.

In 2007, Art Laboratory was founded. Its mem-
bers saw protest and analysis of Armenia’s political
and social circumstances as their principal creative
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3rd Floor, Greetings to the Union of Artists from the Netherworld.
Performance, 1988. Photo © 3rd Floor
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method. After a brutal crackdown against one of the
largest opposition demonstrations, in 2008, led to the
deaths of ten people, Art Laboratory made the switch
to street actions, using street art as its primary means
of making itself heard. The graffiti and stencil paint-
ings they did during the night were mostly painted
over by police as soon as they were spotted, usually
the following morning.

Art Laboratory also carried out several perfor-
mances. The first consisted of painting in pink the
gilded fence surrounding the parliament building. It
was crucial to Art Laboratory that Parliament (2012)
was performed during the day. Another performance,
Cake for the President (2012), involved congratulat-
ing the president on his birthday by bringing him a
cake decorated with the word “resign.” In addition,
Art Laboratory held several performances dealing
with corruption, especially election campaign bribes.
Recently, Art Laboratory’s projects have had a more
educational-outreach bent, including a series of semi-
nars and lectures by artists and activists.

In 2012, a new group, Counter Strike, emerged.
Its young members resorted to the same methods
as Art Laboratory. They dubbed themselves artivists
who contributed to civic movements with their actions.
They quickly succeeded in opening the space Home
45, which was a kind of headquarters for artists and
activists where they could plan and brainstorm up-
coming actions.

We should note that one-off undertakings by
feminist groups have also taken place, and from time
to time the groups do performances in public spaces.
They are mostly anonymous in nature, since they are
not individual artworks but collective actions.
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THE SOLIDARITY
ACTION WAS A
VIVID EXAMPLE OF
ACTIVISM—

RESPONDING TO AN
URGENT SITUATION
USING A METHOD
DESIGNED TO ACHIEVE
A SPECIFIC OUTCOME—

OVERLAPPING WITH
ART, WHOSE REPEAT
OF ARAKELYAN’S ACT
CONTAINED ELEMENTS
OF THEATRICAL
PERFORMANCE
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An action of note that was not directly involved
with women'’s problems per se dealt with the vulner-
ability of people who behave “strangely” in public
places. On May 17, 2016, police forcibly committed
civil rights activist and political scientist Armine
Arakelyan to a mental hospital, since she had crawled
into an empty fountain on Republic Square. The
press engaged in a lengthy discussion of the reasons
for her behavior, whether it had been a protest or a
nervous breakdown. A week later, a feminist activist,
supported by other kindred spirits, decided to reprise
Arakelyan’s action, thus underscoring the absurdity of
the case while pointing up the vulnerability of individ-
uals who resolve to do something deemed “bizarre”
by society or the system. The activists showed how
these individuals were treated by such authorities as
the police, who wrote them off as mentally deranged
and forcibly committed them to psychiatric hospitals;
the press, who mainly represented them as mentally
unsound; and, finally, the mental health authorities,
who in Arakelyan’s case were unable to make a diag-
nosis and were forced to release her. The solidarity
action was a vivid example of activism—responding
to an urgent situation using a method designed to
achieve a specific outcome—overlapping with art,
whose repeat of Arakelyan’s act contained elements
of theatrical performance.

On June 3, 2016, another performance took
place, this time in front of the former Armenian KGB
building, which currently houses the Armenian state
security agency. Two female artivists, one sitting
on a chair, the other standing next to her holding
an umbrella, chatted with each other and kissed.

The performance had been inspired by two studio
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photographs: the first photograph was of the artist
Gayane Khachatryan and her girlfriend, the second,
of flmmaker Sergei Parajanov and his boyfriend. The
performers had transferred personal relationships
from the privacy of the photo studio into the public
space. Through their peaceful act, which spoke of
love and understanding, they introduced an element
of femininity into a hidebound patriarchal society,
where all issues are resolved by means of power and
violence. One of the performers is a member of the
group Queering Yerevan, a team of artists, writers,
culture critics, and activists who use Yerevan as a
space for experimentation.
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PERCEPTIONS AND RESPONSES

ART COMMUNITY
AND ART ACTIVISM PROJECTS

It is sometimes difficult to distinguish activism
from art, and vice versa. For many years, art and
activism have nourished each other, resulting in an
exchange of know-how and methods.

The art community’s reaction to art activist
projects has always been positive. It is another matter
whether activist methods, especially direct action, are
acceptable to most artists. Many artists still adhere to
traditional means of exhibiting their work, while others
are inclined to argue that educational outreach plays
a more crucial role than direct action and analysis of
events.
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PUBLIC, MEDIA, AND GOVERNMENT
REACTIONS TO ART ACTIVISM

As we have mentioned above, some artist
activists have been persecuted by police, but at the
same time the Armenian authorities have been quite
cautious in reacting, wishing to avoid the public con-
troversies triggered by unfair and excessively severe
punishments.

The Armenian press has provided quite robust
coverage of all social and political performances, as
they have served as more vivid reflections of grass-
roots public discontent and public criticism. In turn,
the public has either supported or not supported the
activists, depending on the public’'s commitment to
opposition views.

Eva Khachatryan

INFLUENGE OF ART ACTIVISM
ON THE COUNTRY

Some opposition activists who were involved in
collective protest actions are currently in government,
which encourages one to think Armenia might be on
the road to political and social progress. The contem-
porary art community played a vital role in working
out protest strategies and contributed to the overall
campaign by running outreach programs and forums
and, partly, by fusing art and activism.

THE CONTEMPORARY ART COMMUNITY PLAYED

A VITAL ROLE IN WORKING OUT PROTEST STRATEGIES
AND CONTRIBUTED TO THE OVERALL CAMPAIGN BY
RUNNING OUTREACH PROGRAMS AND FORUMS AND,
PARTLY, BY FUSING ART AND ACTIVISM

Armenia
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All current contemporary art organizations in
Armenia either undertook similar projects themselves
or provided venues for carrying out social and political
projects. They include ICA Yerevan, Art and Cultural
Studies Laboratory, Commune, Art Lab Yerevan, and
ACCEA.

Until recently, Armenia had no local foundations
that supported social and political art. Most support
was provided by international foundations and orga-
nizations. The new political regime in Armenia means
the overall attitude to contemporary art could change.
At any rate, the Armenian Culture Ministry recently
decided Art Laboratory would represent the country at
the 2019 Venice Biennale. Their project deals with the
recent revolutionary events in Armenia.
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City ArtLab, Minsk, Belarus, 2011. From the Y Gallery archive
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PIONEERS AND PRACTICES

It is hard to pinpoint the time when Belarusian
artists started to work with socially engaged art. This
practice probably began around 6 to 7 years ago. Ten
years ago, artists and the art community started to
think not only about how to create art but also how
to become an active part of society and make some
changes in social life. At our gallery, one of the first
projects with a social practice aspect was an exhibi-
tion in 2010 by Swedish artists Anna Viola Hallberg
and Annica Karlsson Rixon, State of Mind, which
explored the LGBT community’s position in contem-
porary society. The project opened the first dialogue
about this issue in Belarus. Collaboration with the
Swedish artists and curators helped us discover so-
cially engaged art practice. Later, together with these
artists, we organized a weeklong project, City ArtLab,
an open laboratory of civic activism to research the
urban environment and its problems as well as to
develop future projects. In 2011, the V Gallery hosted
the Belarus installment of the New Urban Topology
project. Its goal was to re-think urban spaces, to
consider an alternative urban development process
that would involve not only the official agencies and
players but engage the art community, civic activists,
and NGOs that work in the fields of urban practice and
public space.

For the past six years, the gallery, in partnership
with the environmental organization Green Network,
has been running an annual en plein air followed by
an exhibition and an agricultural festival. The main
goal of the EV.A.A. (Environment Visual Audio Art)
project is to encourage the Belarusian art community

Anna Chistoserdova

to address environmental and sustainable develop-
ment issues, strengthen interdisciplinary practice and
collaboration between artists and environmentalists,
and support the practice of working with local rural
communities. One of the best examples was the ex-
hibition project Astravets of Culture, which proposed
an alternative look at the construction of the nuclear
power station in the town of Astravets (more about this
project later).

Inclusion of social components in the V Gallery
programs has become a permanent part of our prac-
tice. One of the ongoing projects since 2011 is our
response to the serious problems with art education.
Public school curriculum in Belarus doesn’t include
the history of world culture; the state-run Art Academy
does not teach art history beyond 1960. For us as an
institution, it is very important to invest in the future,
the younger generations. That is why we organized
Children’s Creative Workshops and Galleries, an
informal educational project based on an interdisci-
plinary approach.

In June 2018, the gallery inaugurated its new
space with the project Without Exceptions!, dedicat-
ed to creating best conditions for inclusion of people
with special needs in our projects and events. We
partnered with the NGO BelAPDiMI, which works with
people with disabilities and developmental challenges
to adapt exhibitions to the needs of this community,
involve people with disabilities directly in the curatorial
process, and support similar projects by other organi-
zations. More about this initiative can be found in the
references.

Belarus
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Anna Viola Hallberg and Annica Karlsson Rixon, State of Mind,

Minsk, Belarus, 2010. From the ¥ Gallery archive




One of the best examples of socially and/or
politically engaged art is the Belarusian indepen-
dent theater group Belarus Free Theatre, which was
officially banned. In 2008, they organized Studio
Fortinbras, a special theater laboratory for young
artists. The Free Theatre performs in secret in private
apartments and occasionally in public spaces in
Minsk. Just recently, they organized a performance
on LGBT rights in a shopping mall. Some artists were
arrested and later released but have to pay fines. The
Free Theatre is one of the best and most visible social
art practitioners working on a regular basis.

The exhibition project IMENA (NAMES), curated
by Anna Karpenko and Antonina Stebur, is anoth-
er great example of a socially engaged art project.
Exhibitions were organized across Belarus in regional
cities to support Imena magazine.

A few artists and curators work in the field
more or less regularly. It depends on the situation.
Sometimes artists reflect only on certain issues. For
example, the art community organized the exhibition
Traditional Values, about domestic violence, in reac-
tion to our president’s statement two months ago that
it is permissible to beat your wife and kids because it
is supposed to be part of the Slavic tradition.

Burning Doors, Belarus Free Theatre, 2017 © Nicolai Khalezin SOME“MES ART'STS REFLECT ONLY ON CERTAlN |SSUES
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ATTITUDES AND PERCEPTIONS

We don’t have a strong platform in the art
community to work with social topics. We at V Gallery
invite artists to work within our projects, give them an
opportunity to think about these issues, but it is not
enough. It partly has to do with concerns over safety,
both for the audience and the artists. This is still a
problem in Belarus: because of our political situation
people don’t feel safe when they participate in any
activity like this. We still have a law that forbids unau-
thorized gatherings of more than three people in one
area. As a result, it is difficult to get an audience for
public or socially engaged art.

A good example of this difficulty is a residency
with GeoAlIR, from Thbilisi, that we organized three
years ago. We thought that including Georgian art-
ists would be ideal for inviting people to participate
in a project, in the context of the Georgian tradition
of hospitality. But even that didn’t work. As part
of the program of residency exchanges known as
S.M.A.R.R.R.T., we invited our Georgian colleagues
to conduct workshops with members of our local
community, residents of the neighboring buildings.
We hoped that it would help us to involve the neigh-
bors in our projects, to encourage them to use and
maintain a small public garden in the gallery’s court-
yard as a place to meet for the local residents and
art community, to conduct workshops on ecology for
kids and adults. But our neighbors weren’t interest-
ed. This reluctance might be explained by the lack
of familiarity with public projects and the practice
of audience participation. It is a big challenge for
curators and artists to find a space, to open up to the
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audience, and to get people engaged in a participa-
tory project.

Participatory projects might perhaps work
better in places that are neither a gallery nor a public
space—in public institutions like a library, a museum,
etc. People feel safer there, because these places
are not connected to the political sphere. When we
do projects with local communities outside Minsk,
many people think they are connected to something
political. This is partly because of financing, because
usually projects and NGOs related to social engage-
ment are supported by foreign institutions and funds.
It is very difficult to change that mindset.

In general, concerning socially engaged art,
from the state’s point of view, we still have taboos on
topics such as LGBT, history/rewriting history, rethink-
ing the past and probably also the future, language,
etc. There is also the issue of defining local commu-
nities. For some time we thought that our neighbors
around the gallery were our local community, but we
realized that it is not the case. Our gallery was located
in the center of the city, where people are mostly
temporary renters. Also, in the post-Soviet era, the
multi-story buildings that weren’t built by the residents
ceased being the nuclei of local communities. So, we
do projects for kids and young people, because in this
way we can most likely change the mindset. The older
generation is not so open-minded; they are stuck in
something like a Soviet way of thinking.

The topic of ecology can also be a taboo. For
example, two years ago we organized an exhibition
as part of the environmental art project EV.A.A. The
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Astravets of Culture, 2017. From the Y Gallery archive
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main idea was to think about the nuclear power plant
that’s been under construction since 2012 and that will
be launched in Belarus in November 2019—July 2020.
Controversies surrounding construction of the facility
are discussed in the official discourse, but we decided
to address general tendencies, views, and visions of
this nuclear power plant. We organized a small project
called Astravets of Culture, after the eponymous small
town where the power plant is located. The name
Astravets evokes the Belarusian word dcTtpos (island),
hence “the island of culture.” Our concept for this proj-
ect was to create an alternative to the nuclear power
station: a center for science, technology, and culture.
We made videos, a special booklet with presentations
of beautiful apartments, and exhibition posters as if
Olafur Eliasson were having an exhibition there. For
many people, it was a starting point for thinking differ-
ently about this problem, a proposal for an alternative
future. This is one of the ways we relate to and/or deal
with these kinds of projects.

Another issue is the binary system of official and
independent media. The official media doesn'’t really
pay attention to social problems and does not criticize
the laws or policies of the state. There are a few
publications like the online magazine Imena that deal
with socially engaged issues. Through media, socially
engaged (art) projects become more visible. That is
an advantage for us.

In the visual arts, projects with kids and or-
phans, art therapy practices, and exhibitions of
children’s works draw attention to but don'’t really
address social issues. Three years ago, we organized
a project for the kids’ hospice, financed by Belarusky
Narodny Bank (https://www.bnb.by). This company is
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very active and engaged socially. The project com-
bined art therapy and education. We organized an
exhibition and worked with ten families; therapy was
not only for the kids but for their families as well. Also,
we introduced the hospice staff to a special method-
ology of working with kids. The project was not only
with and for the kids but was also planned so that the
employees can continue this work on their own going
forward.

When we start working with social issues, we
need to think about sustainability, how to solve prob-
lems. It is too easy to think about a beautiful exhibi-
tion, a nice exhibition, and then leave after the project
is finished. That can cause harm, leaving a gap be-
hind. We need to think long-term. Oksana Bogdanova,
Director of Azgur Museum, Minsk, said that when you
start working with kids, then it is for many years, and
you can’t just stop in the middle of the process.

There is a project organized by volunteer activ-
ists who work with mentally ill people living their entire
lives in the state-run psychiatric clinic near Minsk.

A few activists started doing art classes there. ltis a
lifelong project for the volunteers; they cannot leave.
A few months ago, they decided not only to spend
time together but to open a real café called Outsider
Café, where clinic patients can work and make money.
Ideally, the café will provide a more constant income
for the patients, a long-term sustainable solution.

AtV Gallery, we have special mediation pro-
grams for marginalized groups. We realized that it is
quite easy to make something socially oriented, but
one needs direct connection to the target audience.
When we think about inclusion, then special tours,
programs, etc. are really quite easy to organize, but
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partners are very important, those who will be medi-
ators, who will connect and bring people, etc. These
partner organizations help with collaboration. For
example, it is easy to raise money for braille exhibi-
tion text, but who are we making it for, if we have no
connection with blind people?

A lot of work focusses on socially unprotected
groups. Both the independent art scene and some-
times businesses support projects connected to
socially engaged issues. For us, it is important that
companies also think about how to incorporate social
responsibility, because it becomes easier to find part-
ners and support for these projects.

About 60% of socially engaged activities and
art projects are funded by foreign foundations or
organized in partnership with foreign organizations.
We are currently working on a two-year project with a
partner organization from Lithuania. This year, we will
start a project with our neighbors on Oktyabrskaya
Street (a postindustrial area with many cultural places,
cafés, and clubs) about non-discrimination and its
principles. We will work with the management on the
rights of employees, different types of discrimination,
and the human rights—based approach in daily work.
In addition, we will organize open art projects with
open audiences about the topic “What does discrim-
ination mean?” because we always think that this
is not related to us/me, that it is about people with
disabilities or ex-prisoners, but it also concerns the
creative class! It is important to think about both how
we can relate and how we might discriminate. For
instance, take our work with volunteers. We need to
go beyond simply not exploiting volunteers to thinking
of them as our partners, apart from the fact that it is

Belarus



often easier to do things ourselves, since it can be
faster than guiding someone. Volunteers are easy to
attract, but it takes effort to guide and support them,
to give feedback, to include them, and not just give
them tasks and then quickly check on their work.
Working with volunteers requires additional resources
so that it can be constructive for all sides!

Currently, we participate in the project STATUS:
The Role of Female and Male Artists in Transforming
the Society as an associate partner. Funded by the
Swedish Institute, the project researches the status
of artists in contemporary society. There are many
issues and questions related to labor, fees, basic
needs, the necessity for artists be engaged social-
ly/politically and to be connected to society, etc.
We hope to create a publication that supports this
discussion. In Belarus, artists have no recognition as
professionals; being an artist is not seen as a job. We
have an interesting law in Belarus about “people who
have no official job” and who are called freeloaders
(TyHeAageu in Belarusian). Most creatives are in this
category. Annually, you need to pay a fine of about
$150 to the government. And when you pay, you need
to prove how you have earned this money! Since
December 1, 2018, you can check the main database
to see if you are listed in this category. If you are not
a member of the Artists Union, you need to present
your portfolio to the committee formed by the gov-
ernment, and they will decide whether you are an
artist or something else. And, if not, you fall into the
“people who have no official job” category. So, maybe
we should do some projects for artists when we talk
about socially engaged art.
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It’s hard to name particular organizations that V Gallery of Contemporary Art.
support socially engaged art. Embassies of Western http://ygallery.by/exhibitions/0011728/.
countries run small grants programs and cultural insti-
tute projects. Some programs are financed by the UN, Bubich, Olga. “Astravets of Culture’. Utopia Against Radiation”. Belarus Journal, August 25, 2017.
UNESCO, and UNICEF. Unfortunately, we don’t have http://journalby.com/news/astravec-kultury-utopiya-protiv-radiacii-1018.
any publications that specialize in socially engaged
art. Below | have included references to the programs Tarnalitsky, Taras. “Project about Fresh Future”. Artists Offered an Alternative Way of Using the Ostrovets Nuclear
and projects discussed in the text. Plant. Green Portal, August 24, 2017.
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PIONEERS AND PRACTICES

The first important examples are art projects as
events, such as activities of the artistic group X Floor.
They opposed academic structures in art and imple-
mented their work in experimental ways and spaces
starting in the 1980s. It was one of the first cases of
showing public exhibitions in private apartments for
interested public or staging events in urban spaces
such as the underground complex below the current
First Republic Square. Another example is the 1991
performance Stand Against, by Oleg Timchenko and
Niko Tsetskhladze. It was an intervention in every-
day urban life, bringing a different perspective to the
country in crisis. A few other examples were the cases
of spontaneous reactions during the time when such
practices were just emerging and were not discussed
broadly in art theory and practice.!

In the 1990s to 2000s, gradually the projects got
an international dimension on the level of information
and participation. Also, starting in the 2000s, different
platforms supporting collaborations were formed (e.g.,
MAF_Media Art Farm, GeoAlR), and all these pro-
cesses somehow led to the situation we have today.

Generally speaking in terms of decades, many
projects with tangible social-engagement aspects
emerged in the 2010s, partly in parallel with some
social issues and related protests. For example, the

1 The earlier projects and processes mentioned here are also
described in more detail in the catalogue: Natasa Bodrozi¢and Nini
Palavandishvili, eds. SPACES: Cultural Public Sphere in Armenia,
Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine (Weitra: Verlag Bibliothek der
Provinz, 2014).
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performances of Bouillon Group reflected on and
critiqued a wide range of topics, from the social to the
ecological. We could also group a few topics and art
projects in this way.

One category concerns the works engaging
with urban issues. Here the projects are collabora-
tive, research-based, and/or interdisciplinary. An
example is GeoAlR'’s project undergo. the parallels,
curated by Nini Palavandishvili, concerning interven-
tions and works in and about underground passages
of Thilisi. It has been argued that this project is spe-
cifically about urban issues that involved people from
various backgrounds and that it made future con-
nections.? Other examples of this are the projects of
GeoAIR based on research, fieldwork, and engage-
ment and/or events as a form, reflecting on urban
issues from different perspectives (e.g., Pirimze, by
Sophia Tabatadze, and Cooking Imaginations: Tbilisi

Migrant Stories). Another example from this group is
a series of art projects directed towards urban activ-
ism within the project lare Pekhit/WALK; or interven-
tions of individual artist groups, such as The Garden
on the Wheels, by DontheC (Door on the Corner).
Interesting parallels and connections can be seen

2 Nano Zazanashvili and Data Chigholashvili, ,,®ds69cmo
3MMABILAOL 3s8MbsBG30L BMMBIBOL d0Jds MBdOEMOLID”
[Searching for the Forms of Expressing Urban Protest in Tbilisi],
in: Josemsjo R3360s! Md6MMO 3MMEJLEO s 3MMOE03S
»dogmobdo [The City is Ours! Urban Protests and Politics in
Thilisi], Thilisi, South Caucasus Regional Office of the Heinrich
Boell Foundation, 2016, pp. 51-80.
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between some of the mentioned projects and urban
activism concerning Tbilisi.?

Regarding urban topics, we can mention
more recent events from fall 2018, such as the Art
Prospect Festival Memory Threads: Museum and
Neighborhood, organized by the State Silk Museum
with the support of CEC ArtsLink. The Festival
explored the historical and current relationships
between the museum and its surroundings, as well
as the issues of public space and the role of a cul-
tural institution in the neighborhood. Both of us were
directly involved in this project, and from the beginning
we considered it as a step towards a collaboration
between the museum and its neighborhood. Another
case was the first Tbilisi Architecture Biennial, which
took place mostly in the suburb of Gldani with various
exhibitions, events, and activities related to the urban
issues of Thilisi. However, generally in such cases the
question remains to what extent the local population
was involved and what role the project could have
played for the area “appropriated” for the events. Of
course, to make such a study a certain amount of time
should pass after the events take place. Also, perhaps
long-term projects are more useful when looking at the
relationship between art and public engagement. For
such projects, organizers being based in the area is
crucial. In the case of the Tbilisi Architecture Biennial,
as it was the first one, we hope that together with
future editions it will have a wider impact on the urban
issues of Thilisi.

3 These processes are discussed in: ibid.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ily5i1uMDyw
http://cca.ge/node/121
http://geoair.ge/
https://bouillongroup.wordpress.com/
http://geoair.ge/project/undergo-parallels
http://pirimze.blogspot.com/
http://geoair.ge/project/cooking-imaginations-tbilisi-migrant-stories
http://geoair.ge/project/cooking-imaginations-tbilisi-migrant-stories
http://www.iarepekhit.org/
http://dooronthecorner.blogspot.com/2013/02/garden-on-wheels.html
http://dooronthecorner.blogspot.com/2013/02/garden-on-wheels.html
https://www.facebook.com/events/540124116458539/
https://www.facebook.com/events/540124116458539/
http://biennial.ge

Onno Dirker and Elene Gabrichidze, Mulberry Slow Race. Artistic
tour within Art Prospect Festival, Memory Threads: Museum

and Neighborhood, October-November 2018. Project photo
documentation, the State Silk Museum
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The works about gender issues form another
category. For example, a collaborative project of
Tamar Chabashvili and Agnieszka Dudrak, Supra of
Her Own, concerns the topics of gender-based vio-
lence against women. Speaking about this category,
generally it should be mentioned that recently there
has been a growing interest among NGOs working
in the field of human rights to collaborate with artists.
However, it is necessary to promote more dialogue
between both sides in order to learn about each
other’s expertise, so that the possibilities of social
engagement are stronger.

It is also remarkable how photography, as an
important medium of visual art, is developing quite
widely in Georgia. Several photographers are working
with social issues. Among others, Natela Grigalashvili,
Vakho Khetaguri, Daro Sulakauri, and Guram
Tsibakhashvili not only visually document social topics
but also engage with them and connect the narrative
to wider issues.

In Georgia’s case, most of the spheres, includ-
ing the arts, are quite centralized in the capital city.
Even though there are projects in other parts of the
country, they are most often presented and discussed
in Thilisi. Some exceptions included bigger projects
outside of Thilisi, where various local and international
artists participated and the projects took place on-site.
The examples are Batumi Backyard Stories, annual
projects by artasfoundation Tskaltubo Art Festival and
off/line in Zemo Nikozi.

Currently, the majority of socially engaged proj-
ects are a matter of smaller and closed circles. Other
exhibitions and projects seem to be “exhibitions for
the exhibitions’ sake” or are commercial, without much

Georgia


https://supraofherown.wordpress.com/
https://supraofherown.wordpress.com/
https://www.facebook.com/pg/BatumiBackyardStories/about/
http://www.artasfoundation.ch/en/tskaltuboartfestival
http://www.artasfoundation.ch/en/off-line

Natalie Nebieridze, Red. Part of the project undergo. the parallels,
May-June 2012. Project photo documentation, GeoAIR
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social influence or change. During the past few years,
we can observe declining interest and activity in so-
cially engaged art in Georgia. Perhaps, fewer artists
are dealing directly with social topics. This situation
is linked to various interconnected issues and needs
further analysis. However, to finish on a positive note,
it could also be a period that might be followed by the
emergence of new active projects.

Data Chigholashvili, Mariam Shergelashvili
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Tamar Botchorishvili, Naili Vakhania, Cognitive Interactive Bench

Layla Musaeva, Silk Pavilion, installation process, Art Prospect as part of the Art Prospect Festival Memory Threads: Museum and
Festival Memory Threads: Museum and Neighborhood, Thbilisi, Neighborhood, Thbilisi, Georgia, 2018. From archives of the Silk
Georgia, 2018. From archives of the Silk Museum Museum
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PERCEPTIONS AND RESPONSES

A large part of the art community in Georgia
is usually skeptical about socially engaged art or,
perhaps, about contextualizing their work this way.
Even authors of the works that clearly engage with
social issues usually refrain from describing their
artwork as such and often say that it is “not political
or social.” The rare projects that are created with the
agency of addressing particular social issues, that
do not refrain from direct criticism in various forms
and sometimes try to engage the public, are often
seen by the wider art community as “less artistic.”

In general, we surmise that the absence of an art
object and the idea of an event as an artwork might
be the reasons for this.

An interesting example in this context was
GeoAIlR’s project Cooking Imaginations: Tbilisi
Migrant Stories, which dealt with the interconnected
themes of migration, foodways, and public space. It
aimed to collaborate with people who had recently
moved to Thilisi from other countries, providing a
platform through foodways to speak about their ex-
perience of living here and to discuss other related
topics. The events’ participatory character engaged
interested people and passersby. But members of
the local art community, except the participating
artists, were rather passive and sometimes skeptical
due to its nature as a socially engaged event that
didn’t include art objects.

Arguably, the point can be made that art
should not represent social issues directly. This
depends on the context and, perhaps, this is exactly
where art can have a powerful role. Artists, curators,
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and other interested parties can find creative ways
to address certain issues, engage the public, and
raise awareness while considering subtleties of

the addressed topic. This was the case in the
above-mentioned project, where foodways served
as a way to engage people, to get to know each
other, to represent and/or discuss migration-related
issues more openly.

Additionally, we can argue that these problems
stem from the teaching of contemporary art, the
lack of art criticism and discussion on institutional
and informal levels in the local context of Georgia.
Writings about and representation of works and
exhibitions are rather more descriptive than analyti-
cal. Due to the small art scene, criticism of artworks,
projects, and/or shows can be perceived as a per-
sonal judgment rather than a professional evalua-
tion. This contributes to the absence of awareness
and understanding of art’s social role in other fields
and by the general public.

Officially, art in public spaces is not censored
and can be implemented after informing respective
authorities as needed for each project. But the re-
action to the artwork and the public discourse often
depend on the sensitivity of the issue or topic being
addressed. For instance, if the work is critical of the
Georgian Orthodox Church, the risk of public disap-
proval and limitations is higher. An example of this is
the installation in a public space of A Yellow Bus, by
Soso Dumbadze, in June 2018. The work reflected
on the attack by thousands of people, mobilized by
the church, against supporters of LGBT rights on
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IDAHOT,* on May 17, 2013, in Tbilisi. The installation
included multiple screens, showing videos taken
from different angles, on N. Vachnadze Street,
where a yellow bus full of activists and supporters
had been attacked by “counter demonstration repre-
sentatives” five years earlier. Because of the attack
in 2013, while the installation was in a public space,
it was nevertheless heavily guarded and isolated,
depriving the work of its possibility to speak publicly.
A demonstration against sexual minorities’ rights
and gender equality took place across the street
from the installation and no physical violence en-
sued. However, this case demonstrates the context
and absurdity surrounding perception and accep-
tance of art that is publicly critical of social issues.

Moreover, we think that it is hard to evaluate the
impact of socially engaged art projects at this stage.
We need to consider it over longer periods of time,
with distance, and in connection with various social
aspects. Additionally, it is complicated to evaluate
them as they happen here and now. But in general,
we can say that socially engaged works, directly or
indirectly implied as such, together with larger dis-
cussions and activities, have played a role in showing
urgent social issues in Georgia and in shaping a
discourse about them.

4 International Day Against Homophobia, Transphobia and
Biphobia.

Georgia
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Cooking Imaginations: Tbilisi Migrant Stories. Public cooking event

with participants from Trinidad and Tobago, September 2014.
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Soso Dumbadze, A Yellow Bus. Installation on N. Vachnadze
Street, June 2018. Photo by Data Chigholashvili
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BUT IN GENERAL, WE CAN SAY THAT SOCIALLY
ENGAGED WORKS, DIRECTLY OR INDIRECTLY IMPLIED
AS SUCH, TOGETHER WITH LARGER DISCUSSIONS
AND ACTIVITIES, HAVE PLAYED A ROLE IN SHOWING
URGENT SOCIAL ISSUES IN GEORGIA AND IN SHAPING
A DISCOURSE ABOUT THEM

Georgia



RESOURCES AND REFERENCES

There are no local organizations that directly
and specifically support socially engaged art projects.
Local support of independent projects is still limited
and challenging. On the state level, generally the
Ministry of Education, Science, Culture and Sports
finances art projects through a few programs. On the
municipal level, art projects about urban topics can
be financed by Thbilisi City Hall. However, there is no
systematic and categorized framework for funding the
arts, particularly socially engaged practices.

Some alternative funding sources are avail-
able. Recent examples include the Regional Art and
Culture Project in the South Caucasus, which had
open calls for general art projects and was managed
by the Culture and Management Lab with the financial
support of the Swiss Cooperation Office for the South
Caucasus (SCO), and a series of open calls by the art
organization Propaganda, some of which focused on
social topics.

Socially engaged projects can be financed/
co-financed by the funds, organizations, and/or
NGOs working in the fields related to the project. For
instance, gender equality projects might be supported
by organizations such as:
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South Caucasus Regional Office of the Henrich Boell Foundation.

WISG—Women'’s Initiatives Supporting Group.

https://ge.boell.org/en.

Women’s Fund of Georgia.
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Georgia

https://women.ge/en/.
https://www.womenfundgeorgia.org/en/Main.



https://ge.boell.org/en
https://women.ge/en/

It is noteworthy that the majority of funding
for socially engaged art projects in Georgia comes
from foreign and international foundations. There is
no particular platform to showcase such projects.
Documentation and archives are available on the
websites of organizations or projects below; however,
the list is not comprehensive and reflects the discus-
sion above:
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Aitsona-Daitsona.

https://www.facebook.com/aitsonadaitsonal.

Artisterium.

artisterium.org.

Culture and Management Lab.

Gallery Container.
GeoAIR.

https:/www.facebook.com/cumalab/.
https://www.facebook.com/GalleryContainer/.

http://geoair.ge/.

lare Pekhit/WALK.

www.iarepekhit.org.

Kolga Thilisi Photo.

https://www.kolga.ge/.

Propaganda.

Social Photography Caucasus Foundation.

https:/propaganda.network/home/.

http://socialphotocaucasus.org/.

Thbilisi Architecture Biennial.

http://biennial.ge/.

Tbilisi Photo Festival.

www.tbilisiphotofestival.com/enl/.

The Center of Contemporary Art—Tbilisi.

http://www.cca.ge/.

The State Silk Museum.
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KAZAKHSTAN SOCIALLY ENGAGED ART IN KAZAKHSTAN

First of all, | would like to address the question

of what is meant by socially engaged art practices.
Contemporary art in the post-Soviet countries has
had a different history than its counterpart in Western
countries. Even in the West, however, participatory
art, socially engaged art, and community-based art
have not yet jelled into fully definable things. We

are witnessing their emergence, and so there is no
consensus about them or universal definition of these
practices. In this instace, | would like to rely more on
the notion of socially engaged art outlined by Claire
Bishop.! She defines participatory art as a reexam-
ination of the relationship between artwork, artist, and
viewer. The contemporary artwork is no longer a fin-
ished product. It has ceased being something that can
be framed and presented as a self-contained piece

Belarus

of art. Art is a process in which the artist generates
conditions for the general public to be involved. It is
this notion of socially engaged art practices that | take
K\‘ 7 as the basis for the remarks that follow.
OLGA VESELOVA 1 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the

Eurasian Cultural Alliance, Almaty Politics of Spectatorship (Verso: London & New York, 2012), 384.

1— Moldova 2 — Armenia 3 -—Azerbaijan
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Saule Suleimenova, Bride. Artbat Fest 6, Jibek Joly Street, Almaty,
2015. Photo courtesy of the Eurasian Cultural Alliance
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PIONEERS AND PRACTICES

Kazakhstani contemporary art emerged quite
late in the day, fully coming out of its shell only after
the Soviet Union’s collapse. This circumstance
marked its evolution while at the same time preventing
the historical perspective necessary to assess this
art’s impact on society. If we speak about the pecu-
liarities of contemporary art’s progress in Kazakhstan,
I would single out its lack of institutionalization.

There are still no educational institutions in
Kazahkstan where contemporary art is taught, which
means there is no continuity, sustained self-reflection,
and documentation. A single archive of contemporary
art that would enable further research has not been
established. | know people who have done work on
recording certain moments in the history of this art,
but what they have produced are scattered works that
do not fully capture what has happened.

Kazakhstan’s contemporary art, as | see it, is in
its formative stage, the search for its own identity. In
this sense, | find it difficult to give examples of social
engagement in art, since | was not an immediate
observer of the scene until 2014. Otherwise, | run the
risk of being challenged by more experienced col-
leagues, professionals who have invested in another
definition of socially committed art, future research-
ers, etc.

A striking example of socially engaged art is the
Kazakhstani street artist Pasha Cas’s 2016 piece on
Temirtau’s environmental problems. His huge graffiti,
which references Henri Matisse’s famous painting
Dance (1910), triggered a stormy public debate.
Although, in my opinion, Cas’s works do not have

Olga Veselova

great artistic merit, what matters is how society reacts
to them, and they deliberately elicit this reaction.
Since little time has passed since their appearance,

it is hard to say what impact they will have on public
opinion in Kazakhstan.

Art that underscores its social engagement often
takes the shape of performance, an argument Bishop
also makes in her book.2 Thus, for two years in a row,
the Revelation International Performing Arts Festival
featured a collaborative project between artists and
actors that involved recruiting theatergoers to be-
come part of the art-making process. Consisting of
several performances, Qal galai? turned artists into
theater directors and theater actors into their medium.
One of the performances, Playing in the City, was
staged by artist Alyona and ILI, a company of amateur
actors. Later, their know-how was used to establish
Neighbors Theater, a socially interactive venue locat-
ed in an outlying district of Almaty.

Another successful recent example of so-
cially engaged art is Katipa Apai, the alter ego of
Kazakhstani artist Katerina Nikonorova, who deals
with the place of faith in modern society, our attitudes
towards it, and its role in a “post-truth” world.

I should also note the fusion of art and lifestyle
effected by Ruthie Jenrbekova, which cannot avoid
impacting society. She and Maria Vilkovisky have
raised the acute problem of gender self-identity, which
is particularly relevant in Kazakhstani society, which
still clings to traditionalism.

2 Ibid.
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https://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan_news/v-temirtau-poyavilos-ogromnoe-graffiti-na-zlobu-dnya-292962/
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https://www.facebook.com/otkrovenie.kz/posts/1119121544779385
https://vimeo.com/user12571707

Alyona Velar and ILI Theater, Playing in the City, performance.
(Text on the signs held by the man: “Shop, Hospital, Cemetery.”)
Revelation International Performing Arts Festival, Lermontove State
Academic Theater, Almaty, 2016. Photo courtesy of the Eurasian
Cultural Alliance
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In her works at the crossroads of painting and
installation, Saule Suleimenova draws her audience
into her art-making, asking people who care about the
environment to bring her plastic bags, which she then
incorporates into her pieces.

KATIPA APAI DEALS WITH THE PLACE OF FAITH
IN MODERN SOCIETY, OUR ATTITUDES TOWARDS IT,
AND ITS ROLE IN A “POST-TRUTH” WORLD

Kazakhstan


http://voicesoncentralasia.org/saule-suleimenova-a-journey-to-find-true-kazakhness/
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ITIS NOT YET
POSSIBLE TO ASSESS
KAZAKHSTANI ART
AS PARTICULARLY
SPECIAL WITH
REGARD TO SOCIAL
INVOLVEMENT

WE CAN ONLY
DISCUSS
INDIVIDUAL ARTISTS
AND INDIVIDUAL
PARTICIPATORY
PROJECTS
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It is not yet possible to assess Kazakhstani art
as particularly special with regard to social involve-
ment. We can only discuss individual artists and
individual participatory projects.

We can, however, find a number of participa-
tory art projects affiliated with the School of Artistic
Gesture (SAG), an educational venue for young art-
ists. It was a logical decision to make up for the lack
of young talent by establishing an educational venue
whose aim was to exhibit the work of its graduates
at the Artbat Fest Contemporary Art Festival. SAG
has been up and running for three years, recruiting
not only professional artists and people who want to
become professional artists but also people who sup-
port contemporary art and would like to have a better
grasp of it. The well-known Kazakhstani curator Yuliya
Sorokina has been a constant tutor at the school. The
school’s stated goal was to engender an independent
art scene, an objective involving not only artists them-
selves but also viewers and other people who do not
have an art education. Enroliment at the school has
ranged from fifty to eighty students annually.

I would like to return to Pasha Cas’s homage
to Matisse’s Dance, in Temirtau. The huge public
response to the work made it impossible for city au-
thorities to destroy, although the work violated private
property laws. The wall of a residential building is the
private property of its residents. Any alterations to it
must be negotiated, not to mention their impact on
the cityscape. Cas had earlier produced works that
also caused a public outcry, but they were dismantled
by municipal workers. One such work was Nobody
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Could Give a Fuck (2012). It dealt with the problem
of suicide, and it featured a defaced billboard with a
mannequin hanging from it. It was left untouched for
less than twenty-four hours and now exists only in
photographs.

When the state imitates grassroots undertak-
ings, does it have the same impact on the country?
In summer 2010, father and son Igor and Vladislav
Sludsky decided to hold a contemporary art festi-
val in Almaty that would main focus on public art.

It is hard to imagine anything less socially focused
than art exhibited in places where viewers were not
expecting it and had not chosen to encounter it. Artbat
Fest gained its reputation for putting art in places not
designed for it. Over the ten years of its history, the
festival has not only proven the importance and rele-
vance of alternatives to monumental and classical art
but has also instilled audiences with a taste for public
art. Proof of the festival’s impact on Kazakhstani
society have been the state-initiated Astana Art Fest
and subsequent projects by a group of organizers
established with state backing. In addition, in 2018,
municipal authorities in Almaty established Park Fest,
a landscape architecture festival that featured over
sixty pieces installed around the city.

Kazakhstan
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https://www.artbat.kz/en-home
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René Stessl, Soup for a Friend (performance). Artbat Fest 5, Jibek
Art & Food Picnic. Opening of Artbat Fest 7, Botanical Garden, Joly Street, Almaty, 2014. Photo courtesy of the Eurasian Cultural
Almaty, 2016. Photo courtesy of the Eurasian Cultural Alliance Alliance
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Exhibition of works by students of SAG (School of Artistic Gesture). Act of Creation, an exhibition of works by students of SAG (School
Artbat Fest 7, Tram Depot, Almaty, 2016. Photo courtesy of the of Artistic Gesture). Artbat Fest 8, Arman Cinema Center, Almaty,
Eurasian Cultural Alliance 2017. Photo courtesy of the Eurasian Cultural Alliance
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Soros Foundation-Kazakhstan has had an im-
portant institutional influence on the progress of con-
temporary art in Kazakhstan. | should also note the
work of the British Council, which in recent years has
focused on urban studies, a field that often employs
participatory methods involving art.

The municipal authorities in Astana and
Almaty have also shown an interest in partipatory art
practices.

As | noted at the outset, Kazakhstani contem-
porary art is little institutionalized and studied. Only
a handful of researchers study it on a full-time basis.
The work of chronicling it has been undertaken by
enthusiastic individuals, such as the aforementioned
Yuliya Sorokina, along with Valeria Ibrayeva, Aliya
Tizengauzen, and Ekaterina Reznikova.

Astral Nomads is an online archive of Central
Asian artists.

Here are links to articles (in Russian) deal-
ing with the work of the four researchers | have
mentioned.
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19, 2016.
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Esquire, March 19, 2018.
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Wall of Resonant Clay, 1998. Kurak Festival (Soros Foundation).
Courtesy of Gulnara Kasmalieva and Muratbek Djumaliev
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PIONEERS AND PRACTICES

The first socially engaged art project in
Kyrgyzstan of which we are aware took place in
November 1998. Entitled Wall of Resonant Clay,
it was produced by the art group Zamana (Shaylo
Djekshembaev, Maratbek Djumaliev, Jylkychy
Jakypov, Gulnara Kasmalieva, Talant Ogobaev, and
Marat Sarulu).! In an exhibition space at the Gapar
Aytiev National Fine Arts Museum, the group erected
a twelve-meter-long wall of clay bricks. The entire
room was spread with straw mixed with colored
thread. Due to its malleability and archetypal sugges-
tiveness, clay has been a popular medium among
Central Asian contemporary artists.

The project was part of the Kurak Festival,
sponsored by the Soros Foundation. The artists
invited viewers to pin colored patches to the wall.

The ritual of paying homage to the genius loci dates
back to ancient times and still exists in many Eurasian
cultures. Besides, in Kyrgyz, the word kurak can mean
“patchwork” in the broad sense, as unity in diversity.
Each scrap is an act of remembering the departed, a
secret wish.

The artists wanted the wall to stand for a long
while, until it was completely covered with colored
scraps and thread. Viewers were offered the chance
to complete the work by infusing it with new shapes
and significances. The project, however, was not fully
realized. Three days after the opening, Kyrgyzstan’s

1 This was Zamana'’s first and last socially engaged artwork.
The group would go on to do a series of museum-based and open-
air projects before its demise in 2000.
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nominal first lady, a patron of the museum, ordered
the “disgraceful” wall dismantled. She thus contributed
her own reading of the work by typifying the zeitgeist.

Socially engaged art projects and performances
are infrequent in Kyrgyzstan, and so we would like to
focus on the work of the students and graduates of
the ArtEast School of Contemporary Art and the Art
Prospect Bishkek Festival.

Nevertheless, we would first like to discuss
an urban design project rather than an art project,
not only because it was widely publicized and took
on a long life of its own but also because the peo-
ple involved in it regard it as a specimen of socially
engaged art. We heartily concur, if only because the
practices employed were powerfully emancipatory.
Other artists have much to learn from it.

Popularly known as Elephants Park, it was
initially conceived as a restoration of a playground
and green space in one of Bishkek’s new estates. The
playground had been designed in Soviet times: it was
chockablock with stylized concrete sculptures of exot-
ic animals. After the country gained its independence,
the playground fell into disrepair. The sculptures were
in bad need of restoration, while the playground itself
had to be cleaned up and beautified.

Anonymous Parks was the brainchild of
Raushanna Sarkeeva, Aykanysh Derbisheva, and
Dinar Kanybek Kyzy, from the grassroots foundation
Urban Initiatives. They collaborated with architect
Meder Akhmetov and a group of his architecture
students to design the future recreation area. The
neighborhood’s residents were encouraged to help
with the beautification project and organized a group
of volunteers. Joining forces, adults and children
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restored the six-acre park, which was reopened in the
summer of 2015.

The park was popular among locals. It was not
only a recreational area for children and adults but
also a site for many other undertakings. For exam-
ple, children’s films were screened in the park and
produce markets were held there, with the proceeds
earmarked for the park’s further improvement.

The problems began almost immediately. A
construction company announced its claims to the lot
occupied by the park. Citing a 2005 decree issued by
city hall, it tore down the fence and cut down nearly
all the trees and bushes in the square to make way for
residential housing construction. The outraged locals
drove away the workers employed in surveying and
prepping the lot, petitioning the prosecutor’s office to
investigate.

The park was also squeezed when the roadway
on the same street was expanded, with the municipal
authorities ordering hundreds of roadside trees cut
down. A handful of local activists tried to stop them by
organizing a sit-down strike at the site, but they were
detained by police.

Currently, the ruined and ravaged park has be-
come a battlefield, in all senses of the word, between
socially concerned residents and the powers that be.
The confrontation between activists and the construc-
tion company over city hall’s decision is now being
adjudicated in the courts.

Among the early instances of urban interven-
tion and participation was the October 2009 Trash
Festival, a collective thesis work by the first gradu-
ates of the ArtEast School of Contemporary Art. The
festival was held in one of the largest, most polluted
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Elephants Park during restoration, 2015. Courtesy of Urban Initiatives Elephants Park after restoration, 2015. Courtesy of Urban Initiatives
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Sit-down strike, 2017. Courtesy of Danil Usmanov
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markets in Bishkek, the Osh Market. The young artists
focused on the Ala Archa River, which divided the
market in two and was a place where people illegally
disposed of food and other waste.

From the bridge over the river, one had a view
of an enormous trash dump next to the high concrete
wall that traced the river’s flow. Dmitry Petrovsky’s
graffiti slogan “Let the ships through!” marked the
garbage mountain’s outline on the concrete wall, into
which tiny colored paper boats seemingly butted.
Nellya Jamanbaeva made the rounds of the proper
authorities, finally persuading the city’s environmental
service to do its job and use an excavator and dump
trucks to dredge garbage from the riverbed.

Nikolai Cherkasov chose to gesture towards
both the social and sanitary contexts. He updated
the typical Soviet-era baby stroller, which was then
refitted by women for retail sales of snacks and drinks.
Cherkasov rendered the stroller not only more aes-
thetically pleasing and easier to use but also outfitted
it with a faucet for washing one’s hands. Altynay
Bekten used the market as a venue for showing a
collection of suits fashioned from plastic bags, while
Chingiz Aydarov handed out his illustrated booklet
about a young boy who delivers produce and picks
up garbage at the market. Bermet Borubaeva and
her assistants manufactured an impressively sized
dragon from plastic bottles. Carrying the dragon and
facetious banners, emblazoned with the slogans
“Clean Up Your Act!” and “Osh Market Is Flowering!”
festivalgoers marched up and down the rows of stalls,
noisily and merrily encouraging everyone to keep the
market and the river clean.
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The theatricality and fairground style were a
natural fit for the market, whose vendors and regulars
did not find them off-putting, while they also got the
artists’ message loud and clear.

The next day, after all the artworks had been
removed, we accidentally withessed a curious scene.
An old female market vendor stood on the bridge
telling a young man at great length about the events
of the previous day. She told him about the garbage
dump and how it had been cleaned up, and she urged
him not to throw garbage into the river.

Kyrgyzstan



Trash Festival, 2009 (Text on the handmade sign: “Be responsible
for your farmers market”). Courtesy of ArtEast Trash Festival, 2009. Courtesy of ArtEast
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PERCEPTIONS AND RESPONSES

Bishkek’s art community has a rather ambivalent
attitude towards socially engaged art. As the cura-
tors of two public art festivals in Bishkek in 2017 and
2018, we had to extend the application deadline for
local artists and meet with many potential exhibitors
to discuss their projects and explain our expectations
for the festival. Perhaps this had to do with the fact
that similar festivals had been a rarity in the past, and
many artists were prejudiced against events like it.
The notion of sotsialka, implying something that had
nothing to do with art, was invoked quite often.

We can relate differently to the interventions and
social projects of artists. We can have different takes
on the issue of whether the outcome or the process is
what mattered. We would argue the two components
are inextricably bound up in socially engaged art.
Artists want to change their communities. This desire
dates back to the Soviet avant-garde and its desire to
infuse life with art.

A relatively recent example comes to mind—a
2013 project entitled Art of Interaction, which took
place in a village near Issyk-Kul. We planned to set up
an environmental art residency, and Art of Interaction
was the first step in meeting the villagers. At the same
time, we met administrators of the local school and,
after discussing their needs, ran a series of work-
shops involving both teachers and pupils.

At the beginning of the project, the schoolchil-
dren learned to take and select pictures with our
student Nargiz Chynalieva. After a while, the pupils
and their teachers became involved in publishing a
school newspaper, and Aitegin Muratbek uulu held a

Gulnara Kasmalieva, Muratbek Djumaliev

workshop for them on digital layout. The pupils found
that their newfound photography skills came in handy.
The newspaper’s name was chosen collectively. We
suggested topics for articles, the pupils chose them,
and their teachers helped edit the final copy. The
newspaper was printed on an ordinary color printer.
The idea proved productive. It showed the numerous
things the school’s pupils were capable of doing, and
many of the articles they wrote opened the eyes of
their teachers. Finally, the newspaper shed a direct
light on real life in the village. By talking about its
inhabitants, it encouraged them to recognize their own
importance.

Generally, the Kyrgyzstani public has reacted
positively to socially engaged art. The press has
enthusiastically covered each new project, while the
authorities have so far refrained from banning events
and painting over the fagcades of buildings that have
served as canvases for murals.

Socially engaged art projects and installations
in Kyrgyzstan are mainly an urban phenomenon,
meaning they usually do not make a nationwide
splash. However, their impact has been quite tangible
in Bishkek, a limited number of other locations, and
certain communities. We have witnessed it at the Art
Prospect Bishkek Festivals we staged in 2017 and
2018.

When he saw the works at the festival, Billy
Dufala, an American artist, exclaimed they were
infrastructure installations. We agreed with him: the
installations were primarily meant to solve infrastruc-
tural challenges, similar to the challenges faced by
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cities when providing public amenities. However, the
aims of such installations can be directly opposed

to those of public facilities. For example, the new
infrastructure installed by municipal authorities on
Bishkek’s central Ala-Too Square seems attractive at
first glance: patches of lawn have been planted, park
benches have been set up, and decorative lighting
installed. Once upon a time, the square had housed
the tents and yurts of protesters during two periods

of political and social unrest in Bishkek. Now, how-
ever, the space in Ala-Too Square is fragmented and
complicated. Large rallies and protests can no longer
be held there, and large groups of people would find it
hard to navigate the square. The notion of that square
as an agora—a place for assemblies and debates for
solving society’s thorniest, most important issues—
has been minimized.

On the contrary, the point of the works, instal-
lations, and sites at art festivals is to encourage rap-
prochement, communication, proactivity, momentum,
discussion, and reflection within society. That is also
the main goal of such projects and festivals per se.

The support of such festival projects as Platform
for Public Discussions, by Georgian artists Katharina
Stadler and Tornike Asabashvili, is therefore so cru-
cial to us. Their work is a collapsible wooden structure
that can easily be used for meetings and discussions
both inside and outside. Its large blackboard is also
multi-functional: it can be used as a screen for pro-
jecting videos or as a blackboard. People have made
vigorous use of the platform during numerous events
in the Botanical Garden. In summer, its many wooden
boxes serve as seating for the people gathered out-
side, while in winter they function as shelves for the
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plants stored inside. The platform’s principal function
is generating new connections and opportunities, and
inspiring and triggering discussions and debates. In
short, it is meant to change the present and mold the
future.

In her project Connection, Chinara Niyazova has
worked with the community of amateur athletes who
thoughtlessly had been using trees as exercise equip-
ment. Her gentle intervention in their milieu and her
counter-proposal to move their training site was not
only approved by the community but also forced the
athletes to take a fresh look at the damage they had
unwittingly inflicted on the greenery. The new exercise
area and equipment in the Botanical Garden have
been popular, and the community has organized itself
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