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Post-socialist Central Asia, a diverse region of different cultures with a shared Soviet past, 

diverse post-Soviet trajectories, has a small in scale, but vibrant contemporary art scene. The art 

scenes for each Republic is dispersed rather than united, but they share common discursive 

narratives and structural problems. Such problems include a lack of institutional development 

and support, a low quality of art education, government restrictions on media, religion and public 

expression and a limited of the traditional public sphere (Laruelle 2019: 3). In this context where 

there is a shrinking ‘traditional’ public sphere and limited space for public debates, contemporary 

art constitutes an arena for an alternative public sphere, producing new narratives and 

discussions, symbols and meanings and provoking debates on online platforms and social 

networks (Tsay 2019: 269).	

This chapter introduces the reader to contemporary art and art practices in the post-

socialist Central Asian countries of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. It also examines the 

role art and artists play in the formation of an alternative public sphere which produces narratives 

and meanings, reflects on social and cultural transformations, raises critical issues and generates 

public debate and discussion. The focus of the chapter is on the agency of independent artists in 

which artists establish a public space for free creative expressions, cultural protests and social 

critique. This chapter focuses on art and artists who create counter-narratives and new discourses 

in the closed societies of Central Asia, where with limited freedom of expression artists can still 

form an alternative artistic model of the public sphere.	

The main narratives and themes of contemporary art of the Central Asian region 

discussed in this chapter are political performance and digital discussions around artistic gestures 



and performances, artistic studies of collective memory and trauma, and the reflection on post-

Soviet identity. All these narratives to some extent question, study and deconstruct the official 

history of the Soviet period, the nature and power of the state during this time, the legacy of 

Soviet rule, and its role in relation to censorship and ideological construction. In drawing out 

these themes and practices in Central Asian contemporary art, I will utilize examples from the 

works of Kazakhstani artists Kanat Ibragimov, art collective ‘Kyzyl Traktor,’ Alexander Ugay, 

Assel Kadyrkhanova, Uzbek artist Vyacheslav Akhunov and Kyrgyz artistic duo Gulnara 

Kasmaliyeva and Muratbek Djumaliyev. This chapter is not aimed to provide an overview of the 

complete contemporary art scene in Central Asia, but instead introduces the reader to 

contemporary art in the region by a focus on the way artists and artistic practices form an 

alternative space for debates and create counter-narratives and new meanings from those 

officially constructed by the state.	

Art after independence: political performance in Kazakhstan	

During the Soviet period, art was driven by ideological propaganda; government policy 

supported art as an instrument in the promotion of socialism and a socialist way of life. Socialist 

realism was the primary creative method used, and it combined naturalistic oil painting with 

scenes which were perceived to acceptable to be an idealized vision of socialist existence 

(Abykayeva-Tiesenhausen 2016, Ibrayeva 2014). Kazakh artists began to experiment with new 

forms of art media in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Vitaliy Simakov, Arystanbek Shalbayev, 

Moldakul Narymbetov, Smail Bayaliyev and Said Atabekov, who have lived in the southern city 

of Kazakhstan Shymkent, created the art collective ‘Shymkent – Transavangard,’ which was 

later renamed ‘Kyzyl Tractor.’ With making reference to the Russian avant-garde movement, 

Shymkent-based artists started to experiment with the composition of oil paintings and artistic 



materials. Moving away from figurative painting, group members deployed ready-made 

materials for their art objects and used different resources such as fabric, wood, stone and rubber.	

They also experimented with photography and video art, and made performances based 

on Sufi’s rituals and shamanistic practices. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, and various 

economic and socio-cultural transformations in the 1990s, practiced art forms became more 

experimental, intense and provocative. The traditional and official art supported by the state and 

the Union of Artists (UoA) was still developed within the framework of naturalistic oil painting, 

continuing the tradition of socialist realism. At the same time, some artists were looking for new 

artistic media and new art forms to reflect and react to the transformations taking place in society 

and the economy of the region. In the early 1990s, as a response to the radical changes taking 

place in Central Asian societies, a series of art groups and collectives moved away from the 

traditions of socialist realist painting and instead experimented with new forms, media, 

performances and artistic messages (Ibrayeva 2014: 69). This includes the art group and a gallery 

‘Kokserek’ led by Kanat Ibragimov and Erbossyn Meldibekov, the art collective ‘Zeleniy 

treugolnik,’ Rustam Khalfin, Shay-Ziya, and the art collective ‘Kyzyl Traktor.’ Their use of 

different media, including video art, installations, performances reflected the ambiguity of the 

post-Soviet transition. This ambiguity can be seen, for example, in the work of the ‘Kyzyl 

Tractor’ collective whom deployed symbols, rituals and materials of the pre-Soviet period, using 

nomadic culture, the philosophy of Sufism, and the shamanistic practices of the people of the 

steppe but then connected this historical forms with the everyday culture of contemporary 

Kazakhstan. Living in Southern Kazakhstan artists were surrounded by the steppe mythologies 

and rituals; for their first collective exhibition in Almaty in 1995, they filled the hall of the main 

Soviet-style state fine art museum with wood installations, oil paintings, graphics, traditional 



fabric and everyday objects. The nomadic rituals as the ancient game ‘kokpar’ that gathers 

thousands of people in Southern Kazakhstan, the shamanistic practices, the objects of labors as 

‘ketmen,’ a land weeding tool, unconventional use of traditional fabric – ‘Kyzyl Tractor’ 

intertwines everyday culture with steppe myths and tales as well as with the problems of 

contemporary Kazakhstan as the dependence on oil export into provocative, thoughtful and 

unique array of artworks.	

Another prominent artist, one of the founders of contemporary art in Central Asia Rustam 

Khalfin experimented with artistic forms and media, inventing his own concept of ‘pulota’ – a 

combination of emptiness and fullness. He illustrated the concept with making a fist and looking 

through the hole in the middle. The viewer is invited to look through the artist’s hand and see an 

image of fragmented and personalized world. The tactility, the connectedness with human body 

is important in this artwork. ‘Pulota’ is often can be found in Khalfin’s artworks, he used the 

fragments of image formed by the view through the fist in his oil paintings devoted to artist’s 

intellectual and artistic dialogues with Henri Matisse. Khalfin, a student of Vladimir Sterligov, 

who himself had studied and worked with Kazimir Malevich, a groundbreaking Russian avant-

garde artist and theorist, held artistic dialogues and reflected on ideas of artists of the past like 

Henri Matisse and Joseph Beuys, and developed his own concepts in response to their thoughts, 

but the ground for his experiments was the environment he lived in – the locality of Central Asia, 

with its philosophies, nomadic consciousness and culture. Khalfin’s works, ‘A skin of an artist’ 

and ‘Clay project. Zero level,’ combined nomadic philosophy with the European art tradition 

(Sorokina 2016). ‘Clay project. Zero level’ is the total installation, total work of art, where 

viewer is invited to walk through the massive body of a clay man and the fragmented images he 

can see, walking through a leg or arm, makes him feel the ‘pulota,’ gives the fragmented world 



view and shows the detachment of contemporary humans from the natural life. The head of the 

clay man is symbolized with ‘shanyrak,’ a part of the yurt, a traditional house of nomads 

(Ibrayeva, 2007). Walking through other parts of clay man, a viewer can see a video installations 

discovering the nomadic rituals and nomadic way of life. Khalfin worked within European art 

tradition, reflecting on the development of contemporary art, but his practice was directed into 

creating the local artistic frameworks built around nomadism, locality, tactility and nomadic 

aesthetics.	

	

Figure 25.1. ‘Kyzyl Traktor’ art collective, performance ‘Dervish,’ Prague 2003. Picture: 

courtesy of the artists. 	

Art collectives ‘Kokserek’ and ‘Zeleniy treugolnik,’ a group led by Rustam Khalfin as 

well as ‘Kyzyl Traktor’ experimented with new art media exploring new approaches toward art 

practice. Such shifts of artistic practice were also taking place in Kyrgyzstan, where various 

contemporary artists and architects gathered around the studio-museum led by Ulan Djaparov, an 



artist with architectural background. The artistic performance as new medium became another 

filed of experiments and creative expression. Kanat Ibragimov and Erbossyn Meldibekov 

explored artistic performance as media to deliver political commentary on contemporary social 

issues.	

Art performance as an act where an artist or people constitute the main medium and 

material gives an artist an opportunity for action and gesture and for manifestation and 

engagement with the audience (Bishop 2012: 8). The artist becomes an active figure and he 

activates the gallery space, turning it into a space of discussion, critique, contradictions and 

emotions. In the 1990s art performances were brought into the Kazakh art scene by artists such 

as Rustam Khalfin, Askhat Akhmediyarov, Sergey Maslov, Erbossyn Meldibekov, the art 

collective ‘Kyzyl Tractor,’ Kanat Ibragimov and the art group ‘Kokserek.’ Kanat Ibragimov was 

one of the first Kazakh artists who began the practice of radical art performances and later 

developed them into art happenings with political messages. In one of his well-known 

performances, ‘Neue Kasachische Kunst,’ that took place in 1997 in the Art Forum gallery in 

Moscow, Ibragimov slaughtered a sheep and drank its blood from a traditional cup used for tea, 

known as a piala. He also dropped some blood into a cauldron with milk and then exposed a 

canvas with bloodstains1. In a manifesto published after the performance, Ibragimov wrote that 

he was interested in brutal tough gestures and archetypes of primordial culture to be placed and 

situated in the big urbanized city (Ibragimov 1998). ‘Neue Kasachische Kunst’ references both 

nomadic rituals and Western art history, and by doing so the artist highlights his national identity 

and constructs it through a positioning of Kazakh symbols and traditions (via the sacrifice of the 

sheep) (Kudaibergenova 2019: 102).	



In 1999, Ibragimov and the art group ‘Kokserek’ held a happening entitled ‘The patriotic 

project 2030’ during the annual ‘Galleries Parade’ at the National Fine Arts Museum to highlight 

widespread corruption and the distribution of natural resources revenue among Kazakhstani 

elites (Grishin 2019). ‘Kokserek’ invited museum visitors to dinner and offered glasses with a 

drink called ‘Oil’ and a big cake made as a full-height figure of the president, Nursultan 

Nazarbayev. The ‘Kokserek’ booth at the museum was closed the next day. Ibragimov was not 

active on the contemporary art scene from about 1999 till 2009. In 2009, he re-established his 

happenings and performances entering again the realm of politics and a critique of current 

political elites. Ibragimov continues to deploy brutalism and the use of violence in his later 

performances. The medium of art allowed Ibragimov to avoid legislative sanctions which were 

embedded in a series of laws which restricted citizens’ freedom of expression in the public 

sphere. 2  In February 2010, Ibragimov conducted a performance named after the Russian 

language proverb ‘The fish rots from the head’ on the Republic Square in Almaty. The 

journalists who received notifications about the planned happening were awaiting the artist along 

with the police. Ibragimov brought with him a raw fish covered with newspaper. He placed the 

fish on the bricks of the square and chopped off its head with an axe while shouting, ‘The fish 

rots from the head!’ The happening was documented by journalists who surrounded the artist 

during his performance. Ibragimov was arrested for public order disturbance and taken to the 

police station but was later released.	

In a situation where there are significant limits on the freedom of the press, substantial 

government censorship and where criticism of the country’s first president is a crime, Kanat 

Ibragimov, through artistic gesture and allusion, drew attention to the long presidency of 

Kazakhstan’s leader, whose figure and activities were never critically discussed in the official 



mass media. The artist used the city’s square as a symbolic space for public gatherings, and the 

attention of the media and police to his art highlighted the closeness of contemporary agora for 

any public gatherings and demonstrations and the rarity of expression of protest in public space. 

This performance as a form of political gesture which represents a critique of contemporary 

Kazakh politics, engages with the wider public through the symbolic space of the city’s main 

square as a form of collective expression and collective action. It draws the media’s attention to 

political concerns, breaking the silence of previously censored issues.	

Various contemporary artists in Kazakhstan including Erbossyn Meldibekov, Askhat 

Akhmediyarov, the art collective ‘Kyzyl Tractor’ and others engage with political issues through 

their art practices. Many artists I interviewed consider contemporary art as a space for opposing 

official discourses, as a space of critique and critical discussions. Kanat Ibragimov was 

pioneering in his work in bringing political art performance into the mass media and public 

attention. He provoked debates and attracted attention to political issues in the press, stressing 

the lack of critique and public discussion. Ibragimov was also active in political protest, he 

supported the strikers in Zhanaozen in 2011 and criticized government reaction and the use of 

violence against protesters (Ibragimov 2013). Later in the 2000s, with the increasing level of 

Internet penetration and growing popularity of different social media platforms, digital and social 

media became an important area for the creation and consumption of political content 

(Kosnazarov 2019: 247). Contemporary artists took a prominent role in content creation and 

shaping the narratives of protest on digital platforms.	

In April 2019, after the unexpected resignation of president Nursultan Nazarbayev after 

nearly 30 years in power, and following the renaming of the capital from Astana to Nur-Sultan, 

and the announcement of a new presidential election, groups of activists unfruled two banners 



‘You cannot run away from the truth’ (‘Ot pravdi ne ubezhish’) with hashtags #adilsailayushin 

(‘for fair elections’) in Kazakh and #umenyaestvybor (‘I have a choice’) in Russian during the 

Almaty marathon. Two of the activists, Asya Tulesova and Beibarys Tolymbekov, were arrested 

and detained for 15 days for violation of the law on mass gatherings and demonstrations 

(Rickleton 2019). While other artists and those filming the event, Suinbike Suleimenova, Aidos 

Nurbolatov, and Aigul Nurbolatova were also arrested and fined. The group responsible for the 

second banner were not detected by police officers and left the marathon unnoticed, though the 

pictures of both banners immediately went viral on social media networks. The artistic 

performance instigated a wave of criticism related to the transition of power. Another young 

artist, Medina Bazargaliyeva filmed herself walking in the city murmuring and shouting: ‘Nur-

Sultan is not my city, Tokayev is not my President, I have a choice.’ The video went viral on 

social media networks, launching a series of posts, pictures, collages, memes with the hashtag ‘I 

have a choice.’	

The disproportionate reaction of the authorities against the activists generated a wave of 

sympathy and solidarity on digital platforms. People started to create memes, comics, pictures, 

and graphics to support the detained activists, using various hashtags, including 

#otpravdineubezhish, #ihaveachoice, and others. The wave of art protest spread both online and 

offline with people across Kazakhstan participating in political acts in city squares and public 

spaces with banners and posters (Viktor 2019). For example, the artist Roman Zakharov hung a 

banner in Almaty with the statement that ‘the only source of state power is the people’ which 

came directly from the country’s constitution. Zakharov was arrested by police officers and 

sentenced to five days in prison, although he was released the same evening. Zakharov’s case 

illustrates the absurdity of police action and the closed nature of the public space for any agents 



and voices apart from official sources. Censorship is applied not to the message, but to the source 

and agency that reproduces it. The picture of the Zakharov’s banner again circulated widely on 

social media generating reposting and new posts of support for the artist.	

The banners ‘You cannot run away from the truth’ and the movement which emerged 

from this action is not specifically an artistic performance. Moreover, in interviews activists 

mentioned that they do not consider those protest activities to be art practices. Yet, these 

practices can be described as art activism and as an expression of political and social critique 

using the medium of art in the public sphere. The activists take the city’s public space and online 

public space to share critique, concerns, and emotions, they create a space for collective 

expression on social media platforms, embodying and uniting the voices of protest around the 

country. The use of creative media in this way engaged a younger audience which for the first 

time in the history of independent Kazakhstan became politically vocal on a large scale. The 

artists act as independent agents within the social and political structure, their action is an 

immediate and emotional response to the government’s decision and action surrounding the 

transition of presidential power. Artists are creating dialogue, and a two-ways communication in 

a situation where the government is closed for dialogue, making important decisions without 

appealing to public opinion. Emotional and affective artistic response and performance challenge 

the closed and restricted system. Art activism tests the boundaries of freedom of expression, 

raising questions about power relations within society, opening up a space for alternative 



opinions and embodying collective actions and collectivity in the public space.

 

Figure 25.2. ‘You cannot run away from the truth’ banner during Almaty marathon, April 

21, 2019. Picture: Tamina Ospanova. 	

	

	

	



Reflection on the Post-Soviet	

The legacy of Soviet rule, the socio-cultural transformations of the transition period and the 

formation of new identity are important narratives for contemporary artists in Central Asia.	

Vyacheslav Akhunov, a well-known Uzbek artist, dissident and writer, works with the theme of 

Soviet heritage. His constructivist collages, drawings, installations and video deploy aesthetics of 

socialist realism, Moscow conceptualism, oriental symbols and practices. The only conceptual 

Uzbek artist, Akhunov’s work was in opposition to official culture and art during the Soviet 

period. He continues to deconstruct Soviet symbols, reconstructing the aesthetics of Soviet 

protest and counter-culture. The political merges with the poetical in his works, he stands in 

opposition to the dominant ideology and praises the right to free expression. The figure of the 

artist is reminiscent of the romantic figure of the poet, the unknown legislator of the world, who 

questions the formal legislator in the political system. The tradition to monumentalize the image 

of the party leader and to reproduce it widely was an important narrative of Akhunov’s work. He 

was working on a series of collages with the image of Lenin, ‘Leniniana,’ in the late 1970s and 

1980s, deconstructing the image of the sacral figure of the communist era. In 2000, Akhunov 

created an installation called ‘The cage for the leaders’ with 250 polystyrene busts of Lenin. In 

doing so, Akhunov again raises the question of the sacral position of the political leader in 

contemporary Central Asia. Through his work Akhunov deconstructs the ideological system of 

the Soviet period, pointing to the closed nature and limitation of any ideology and revealing the 



position of the critical viewer who doubts, questions, criticizes and ironizes.

 

Figure 25.3. Vyacheslav Akhunov and his work ‘Alphabet of Socialist Realism,’ 2003. Picture: 

courtesy of the artist. 	

 

Kyrgyz contemporary artists Gulnara Kasmaliyeva and Muratbek Djumaliyev, who work 

as an artistic duo, also talk about the importance of adopting a critical view of governmental and 

ideological systems and the distance and detachment from official narratives. Their photo and 

video installations study and depict the transformations of society, the challenges ordinary 

people face going through social and economic transition of the post-Soviet period. The video 

installation, ‘TransSiberian Amazons,’ depicts the story of two women who have to leave their 



job and start to practicing small trade along the Silk Road. The contemporary form nomadism of 

labour migration reveals the break in social ties and growing social inequality. As Gulnara 

Kasmaliyeva noted that they, ‘were looking for a post-Soviet identity, for characters that can be 

symbolic figures of the time. Society was going under tectonic changes that no one had analyzed, 

no one had written about or fixated on through video and photography.’3 The personal is central 

to their work along with the political and social, while the individual’s hopes, dreams, fears 

become a vital part of their art. Ulan Djaparov, the prominent Kyrgyz contemporary artist and a 

founder of studio-museum in Bishkek, described contemporary art as the nerve of its time, as a 

practice that reveals the large, but sometimes not visible internal issues. 4  It ironizes, 

problematizes and depicts the complexity of the social, the political and the personal.

 

Figure 25.4. Gulnara Kasmaliyeva and Muratbek Djumaliyev, TransSiberian Amazons, 

installation, 2005. 	



Art, trauma and memory: Artists as memory activists	

The Soviet legacy, the issue of power relations and the relationship between the state and 

the individual leads artists to work with collective and personal memories of historic trauma 

associated with the early Soviet period in Kazakhstan. Soviet Kazakhstan, a vast territory of 

endless steppe went through radical modernization processes brought on by the Soviet rule in the 

1920-1930s. Rapid forced modernization, collectivization, and sedentarization (the forced 

settlement of the nomadic population of Kazakhstan) led to dramatic transformations in the 

economic, social, and cultural spheres of society. Soviet rule considered nomadism as an 

unmodern, economically ineffective, form of social organization and imposed forced 

sedentarization on the nomadic population and organized them into collective farms. 

Modernization was the main discourse to justify radical transformations in the social, economic 

and cultural aspects of people’s life. Some Kazakh scholars challenge the notion of the 

‘primitivism’ of traditional nomadic culture. For example, Zhulduzbek Abylkhozhin argues that 

such a system corresponded to the climate of the territory and helped nomads to preserve the 

balance in appropriating natural resources and preserving the inhabited territories from 

desertification. The nomadic population had sought the equilibrium of ecological rationale and 

economic efficiency (Abylkhozhin 1997, p.117). At the same time, Abylkhozhin agreed that the 

nomadic system had to be transformed under the ‘challenges of progress,’ but he writes that there 

had been possibilities of a gradual and slow method for sedentarization and urbanization. The 

violent break with the traditional way of life and the organization of labor with into collective 

farms and villages, meant nomads suddenly had to become members of these collective farms. It 

caused great losses in cattle-breeding and the great famine. The great famine spread all over 

Kazakhstan and caused the death of nearly 2.2 million Kazakh people. Moreover, between 1931 



and 1933 almost 2 million fled to neighboring countries to escape the famine (Abylkhozhin 1992: 

21). In the late 1930s Kazakhstan had become a territory of massive violent deportations of 

Koreans and Germans, Poles, Crimea Tatars, Chechens, and other ethnic groups.	

The reflection on the early Soviet period and cultural and social transformations 

associated with it, meant collective and personal memory became important themes for different 

contemporary artists in Kazakhstan. For example, Almagul Menlibayeva reflects on the Soviet 

repression and Soviet legacy, while Saule Suleimenova develops her concept of residual memory 

of the Great Famine in Kazakhstan through a combination of cellophane as a new art medium 

and the usage of archival photographs. In other examples, Askhat Akhmediyarov touches on the 

issue of Soviet state repressions and Assel Kadyrkhanova, who represents younger generation of 

contemporary Kazakh artists, works with the trauma of Stalinist repressions. The artists working 

with memory narratives belong to different generations, including established contemporary 

artists and younger ones. Diaspora artists such as Alexander Ugay, a Kazakh artist of Korean 

descent, also work with memory issues, revealing the ambiguity of de-sovietization and the post-

memory context in post-socialist Central Asia. To some extent their position is a vision from the 

margins, not belonging to the ‘titular ethnicity’ they embody the complex approach to nation-

building processes during the Soviet period. The ambiguity of nation-building process and the 

formation of national identity construction in Kazakhstan and how this has been reflected in 

cultural production via contemporary art, cinema and literature has been studied by closely by 

scholars (Isaacs 2018, Kudaibergenova 2016). Those scholars use contemporary art and cinema 

as analytical tools to study nation-building process, showing that actors in art field can challenge 

government policy in Kazakhstan and contributing to the discussion on the role of art and 

cultural protest in closed societies.	



Assel Kadyrkhanova, a visual artist and a doctoral researcher, focuses her art practice on 

memory and trauma of the Stalinist repression. She works with concepts of post-memory and 

trauma, using art as a metaphor and medium to remember and to reconstruct memory. In her 

artwork ‘Windows of Tolerance,’ Kadyrkhanova offers a metaphorical comparison suggesting 

that the time after the USSR is a timeless space of trauma (Kadyrkhanova 2019: 244). The 

unbearable consciousness of trauma returns again and again to reconstruct the experience and 

shed light to what had been lost (Caruth 1996). ‘Window of tolerance’ is the reproduction, 

repetition of trauma that exists in the body of the city in form of window bars. Kadyrkhanova 

photographed steel window bars around the city and embroidered parts of them with red threads 

and with a seam she learnt from her mother, who learnt it from her mother (Kadyrkhanova 2019: 

256). The act of embroidery becomes an attempt to reconstruct the memory and also a process of 

continuity and transfer of memory within family. Kadyrkhanova artworks also comment on the 

post-memory context in which artists work with memory narratives. ‘Post-memory’ describes the 

relationship that the ‘generation after’ bears to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of 

those who came before – to experiences they ‘remember’ only by means of the stories, images, 

and behaviors among which they grew up (Hirsch 2012). But these experiences were transmitted 

to them so deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute memories in their own right. The 

central point in Hirsch’s concept of post-memory is a familial transfer of memories that allows 

the individual to acquire ‘external’ memories of a group that an individual belongs to. The 

distance post-generation has for a traumatic experience allows it to discover the pain of others, to 

analyze the traumatic events from a standpoint of close attachment, but substantial detachment 

from the event itself that gives possibility to ‘heal’ the trauma, to grasp and overcome its 

consequences.	



Alexander Ugay, a contemporary artist of Korean descent living and working in Almaty 

has been working with memory and trauma for many years, with a specific interest in 

mechanisms of memory per se, not the collective memory of a certain historical event.5  In 

looking at how individual and collective memory works, Ugay produced a number of works 

devoted to the violent deportation of Koreans to Central Asia. Ugay, who belongs to third 

generation of deported people, created a series of artworks on Koreans in Kazakhstan for the 

project ‘The future is coming from all directions.’ One of the artworks of that project, a work 

entitled ‘A model for the assembly’ presents a series of collages depicting the lineage of the 

diaspora’s history starting from the deportation from Russian Far East to Central Asia in 1937. 

The size of the images depended on the importance of the event for the Korean community 

members interviewed by artist for the project. The more important a certain event or date for 

people, the better they remember it, the bigger the image. Ugay emphasizes that history is a 

series of events, and memory is a collection of individual perceptions of them, memory is an 

ambiguous, emotional, living substance. The work also reveals the familial transfer of memory 

as for some respondents the story of deportation is the story they have been told. Ugay works 

with respondents to study what they remember and how they remember, Ugay argues that 

memory is an extreme position of happiness or pain. He looks into these extremes, trying to 

reconstruct the traumatic experience through artistic instruments and to discover the 

consequences of trauma in the unconsciousness.	

The lineage of collage refers to the constructivist nature of Soviet policy toward society 

and social structures. The utopian project of the Soviet state was to create a new type of society 

and a new type of a citizen. Art was considered as an instrument for that ambiguous endeavor; 

Boris Groys has argued how the primary interest of Socialist Realism, the main creative method 



during the Soviet period, was not an artwork, but the viewer, the consumer of art. As Groys notes, 

‘socialist realism was the attempt to create dreamers who would dream the Socialist dream’ 

(Groys 2008: 147). Ugay‘s ‘A model for the assembly’ stylistically represents the idea of 

construction, of political power that created new social structures and eliminated old ones, that 

provided an extensive ethnic policy, completely removing selective ethnic groups from their 

territories. The black and white prints depict moments of the construction, the moment between 

the present and the future, a space between an old and a new, between an element and an object. 

The collage refers to a historical narrative of the Korean community, and also it consists of 

memories and stories of people with whom Ugay made a series of interviews. Artists also work 

with the personal and the private as domains of memory. This form is a reflection of the 

instrumental side of collective memory that is shaped by political power and also multivocal and 

vernacular nature of collective memory that emphasizes the existence of different memories and 

different stories attributed to individuals and social groups. Aleida Assmann argues that 

multivocal and multidirectional memories allow for the performing of the fundamental human 

right for an independent worldview of one’s own experience, and an identity for individuals and 



groups of people (Assman 2016: 56).

 

Figure 25.6. Alexander Ugay, ‘A model for the assembly,’ 2013, courtesy of the artist. 	

Ugay continued his study of memory in the work ‘Memory objects - archive’ devoted to 

the memory of political violence and the social atmosphere of the 1930s. In an artwork 

description Alexander points towards the impossibility of the complete transmitting of painful 

experience through an image and an object, even a real object. Ugay uses archival photo 

documents of the Karaganda Corrective Labor Camp and Akmola Camp for Wives of the 



Enemies of the Motherland, but he looks at the back sides of the pictures, where people left their 

words, signatures and ink scratches. Ugay works with the invisible side of representation, giving 

the viewer a real object, a document, or a photograph, but taking away the image. Ugay 

conceptualizes the unknown, pointing towards the limits of a representation of a traumatic 

historical past. He does not give us an image of pain, rather saying that whatever the image the 

pain will not be real, and he creates a condition for us to absorb that fundamental challenge in 

relating to the struggles of others. His works speak to us about the inexpressibility of sufferings 

and pain, of difficulties in transmitting the experience of state repression, violence, fear, and 

distant spectacles. Ugay also reflects on the division between an object, a representation – an 

image, and something that always remains invisible between an object and an image. And as it is 

said in his own description of an artwork, looking at the back sides of pictures, he wants to 

discover another layer of memory; an affective, emotional, unconscious one; a memory deeply 

rooted in human existence.	

After a period of censorship on issues of political violence and an official policy which 

determined what should and should not be remembered, artists act as independent agents that 

raise questions of remembrance and seek to revise what has been left behind by the major 

narratives of official history. Stories and memories of ordinary people, their fears, affections, and 

emotions become the subject of artistic practices. Contemporary artists problematize the 

instrumental and official approach toward collective memory through reflection on personal 

experience, on emotions and affective responses and create a possibility for cultural memory, the 

memory that goes beyond instrumental remembering and multivocal memories that are not afraid 

of contradictions (Assmann 2006: 29).	

 



Concluding remarks	

Contemporary artists in Central Asia, as demonstrated by artists in Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, act as independent creative agents constructing the arena for 

alternative meanings and narratives against those proposed by the official government versions. 

Contemporary Central Asian artists are able to confront, discuss and reflect on critical issues of 

politics, collective memory, of trauma, and of the transformations taking place in Central Asian 

societies. Central Asian contemporary artists work in the context of post-memory, they collect 

and reenact the memory of a traumatic past, reveal the mechanism of trauma and look into 

possibilities of healing. The context of Central Asian contemporary art creates sites for memories, 

at the same time, artists question the official construction of collective ‘bonding’ memory and 

reveal the instrumental approach toward memory.	

 In the context where there is a lack of independent media and restricted freedom of the 

press, a limited public sphere and with formal institutions offering little space for critique and 

alternative meanings from official state discourses, contemporary art become an important arena 

for questioning power, politics, memory, and the impact of the social and cultural 

transformations taking place. Contemporary artists launch debates about the conditions of post-

Soviet Central Asian society via social networks and digital platforms using artistic gestures 

which are emotional and unstructured, as well uncensored and non-systemic, thus challenging 

the system. Being a site for new narratives and meanings, for free creative expression and 

reflection, contemporary art of Central Asia constitutes an alternative arena for discussion and 

debates, provoking public attention and challenging power in the politically closed societies of 

Central Asia.	
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