Interview with Slavs
and Tatars

Deena Chalabi

Deena Chalabi: Slavs and Tatars’ work emphasises overlooked cultural and historical complexities,
and with Future City we’ve been curious about how those might enrich our current and future thinking. So,
what do you believe should be remembered or forgotten?
Slavs and Tatars: In lieu of what, let’s rather turn to how we should remember or forget. We believe
in resuscitating history, and we use this word ‘resuscitation’ deliberately: putting one’s lips onto the
subject matter, onto history, onto language, and breathing in and out of it. So there’s a sensual, seductive
element to the revisitation, a corporal approach. There’s also something disrespectful about this act of
resuscitation: putting one’s lips onto another's to revive him/her is different from placing one’s lips on
someone else’s romantically, as in a kiss. It’s just as important to disrespect your sources as it is to respect
them.

"Pucker up, History" Slide from TransliterativeTease, lecture-performance, 51 min, 2013.

DC: Speaking of sources, Slavs and Tatars began as a reading group for out-of-print works, or texts
unavailable in English, and original publications have a very important function in your practice. Have you
always seen your work in terms of a process of reactivating cultural memory and/or a quest for alternative
historical narratives?
S&T: We’ve attempted to reactivate certain ideas, behaviours, affects and thought-processes
associated with a given geographical region. 1 To some degree, we see this work as a correction:
recalibrating the balance, whether it involves acknowledging the progressive potential of faith in social
revolutions, the sacred use of language, the collective acts of reading and storytelling, for example.
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Slavs and Tatars' publications, 2009-2013.

DC: How important is storytelling for creating a sense of place?
S&T: The oral aspect of storytelling is crucial to an understanding of place. Despite our extensive
publication output, we retain a healthy suspicion of print. In her research on Byzantine music, Bissera
Pintcheva talks about the meaning of icons understood as performance: ‘a descent and dwelling of spirit in
matter’. Through its oral iteration, each story becomes a practice in genealogy, akin to the hadiths.
DC: So what’s at stake in the process of retelling certain lost narratives, or bringing ideas back into
circulation? What kinds of tensions do you see embedded in the practice of making things visible?
S&T: Creating visibility is itself a two-fold risk. First, it’s not enough to excavate a given narrative or
idea; one also needs to activate it. Second, in a world with increasingly immediate access to information
and demands for transparency, it’s also imperative for some things to remain imperceptible. As Norman
Brown said, ‘Mysteries are intrinsically esoteric, and as such are an offense to democracy: is not publicity a
democratic principle?’
DC: Different parts of the world have different legacies in terms of the relationship between the
individual and the society, which create different expectations and conceptions of the public. Your works
often play off these various legacies. How do you engage with how we might live collectively?
S&T: Our work often operates along the lines of a bazaar or souk: there’s a fanning out of media, a
something-for-everyone approach that runs counter to the stern rarefaction we associate with modern and
contemporary art. Our Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz, for example, tells the story of twentyfirst-century Iran through that of 1980s Poland and Solidarno??. The project began as a magazine
contribution (to the Berlin-based biannual 032c), a public balloon, an archive, textile works, public
billboards, lectures, publications, mirror mosaics and craft-specific sculptures. Stemming perhaps from
our regional focus, this maximalism allows the audience different levels of entry into the project. And this
not-only-but-also approach requires us to engage with the notion of generosity, to face our audience, as
opposed to making work that could remain insular or only relevant to an art professional. It acknowledges
different interests, needs and people.
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Pray
Way (installation view), slim and wool carpet, MDF, steel, neon. 390 x 280 x50 cm, 2012. The Ungovernables 2nd New York
Museum Triennial, New York. Photo courtesy of Patrick McMullan.

If a visitor to one of our installations – whether Beyonsense at MoMA , PrayWay at MoMA Warsaw, or

Not Moscow Not Mecca at the Vienna Secession – simply sits down and caresses his/her partner, that’s an
equally legitimate engagement with the work as that of someone who might have read everything
available on line and peruses our books in the exhibition space. This lack of ‘preciousness’ about our work
comes from our interest in reconsidering notions of generosity and sacred hospitality: for example,
linguistic hospitality, expropriating ourselves and appropriating the other as we attempt to put on the
clothes of the foreign and ask the foreign to step into our language.
DC: In addition to your linguistic agility, your practice is also predicated on dismantling the rhetoric of
(increasingly defunct) imagined geographies. Does unearthing forgotten examples of syncretism help to
imagine a different kind of cosmopolitan future?
S&T: Syncretism is to the mind what open-source is to code: it allows for the integration of 'alien' or
'other' forms of thought, behaviour, practice into one's own. It also operates a collapse of time, not just of
space, allowing for the incorporation of those beliefs that precede one's own. We should highlight the
numinous or 'wholly other', to quote Rudolf Otto, context in which syncretism is often used: by reconciling
difference and emphasising coexistence, syncretism is a compelling argument in favour of compromise
too often disparaged as a source of weakness.
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Left: The Triumph of Leninist-Stalinist National Politics, by N. Narakhan, 10 Years of Soviet
Uzbekistan), 1934, courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art, NY. Right: Women at the shrine of
Naqshbandi, outside Bukhara, Uzbekistan.

DC: Have your adventures in Eurasian archives yielded any surprising notions of utopia, whether
fictional or theoretical? Is there something emancipatory about the process of reclamation?
S&T: It has often been in engaging with archives or material whose position is antithetical to ours
where we’ve experienced something resembling liberation. Molla Nasreddin,2 the early twentieth-century
Azeri political satirical magazine that we translated in 2011, for example, argued for modernisation as
westernisation and blamed Islam for what it considered the increasing gap between the Western world
and the Muslim world, both ideas that stand in opposition to the very founding of our practice. In this
sense, Molla Nasreddin was very much a product of its time, like Atatürk’s Dil Devrimi (language reforms).
Rarely do artists, writers, or others devote two years to translating and publishing a document with which
they strongly disagree.
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Molla Nasreddin: the magazine that would've, could've, should've (JRP-Ringier, 2011).

DC: In Long Legged Linguistics, the works address a set of issues that one might describe in terms of
politicised, embodied language. How does your recent set of works speak to the process of making or
unmaking citizenship through language?
S&T: Our approach to identity is to adopt several at once – hence our name – not to mention our
interest in the transmogrification of ideas across various cultures, landscapes, people. It’s a pity that
allegiances in general are conceived as singular, exclusive affairs. Since the end-game of loyalty only gains
in severity the higher up the scale one climbs, we must struggle to blur the boundaries of where one
nation’s, one people’s, or one ideology’s history begins and another one’s ends. Woe to the hapless
immigrant who finds him/herself caught between devotion to home and host country, mother tongue and
second language, former and future passport.
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