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Abstract: In this article, I analyze the poetic prose of Sam$ad Abdullaev, one of the
leading voices of the so-called Fergana School of Poetry. It is my argument that Abdul-
laev’s work features self-orientalizing images, including the depiction of the Central
Asian space and its inhabitants as motionless, that deconstruct orientalist stereotypes. It
does so through a difficult writing that questions the usual representation of both the East
and the West, positioning itself as world literature. I also reflect on Abdullaev’s distinctive
use of the Russian language, which enriches standard Russian with a number of Oriental
words that are crucial to describing and representing the Fergana space, thus showing
the inability of the former colonizer’s language to speak of Fergana without resorting to
thelocal vocabulary. Drawing on Postcolonial, Decolonial, and World Literature Studies, I
propose an interpretation of Abdullaev’s work that foregrounds its emancipatory nature.

Keywords: Fergana School; Shamshad Abdullaev; Central Asian literature; world
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1 Unexplored Orientalism(s) and Self-
Orientalization’

In the opening pages of Orientalism, Edward Said defines his object of study as “a
style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made
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between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident”,? “a political vision of
reality whose structure promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, the
West, ‘us’) and the strange (the Orient, the East, ‘them)”.® Almost fifty years after its
first publication, it sounds almost superfluous to state that Said’s 1978 book has had
an enormous influence on the humanities, revolutionizing the way in which scholars
have looked at Asian cultures, Europe, the West, and their many, and often difficult,
entanglements. Said’s fame has obviously engendered several waves of criticism,
which have both questioned various aspects of Said’s work and brought to the fore
hitherto unexplored aspects of his epistemology, revitalizing it and fostering its
continuous productivity.* Homi Bhabha’s approach, with his references to Frantz
Fanon’s study of the colonized subject, is one of the most influential theories drawing
on Said which points out the many directions that Said’s work has led and still leads
to. In “The Other Question: Stereotype, discrimination and the discourse of colo-
nialism”, later included in his 1994 collection of essays symbolically titled The
Location of Culture, Bhabha first exposes his critical reading of Said with regard to
what he saw as the latter’s failure to identify the many historicities of colonial
discourse, and then reflects on the damage to which the colonized is subjected when
he or she adopts a stereotyped version of the identity of the colonizer:

The stereotype, then, as the primary point of subjectification in colonial discourse, for both
colonizer and colonized, is the scene of a similar fantasy and defence — the desire for an
originality which is again threatened by the differences of race, colour and culture. My
contention is splendidly caught in Fanon’s title Black Skin, White Masks, where the disavowal of
difference turns the colonial subject into a misfit — a grotesque mimicry or doubling that
threatens to split the soul and whole, undifferentiated skin of the ego. The stereotype is not a
simplification because it is a false representation of a given reality. It is a simplification because

Cultural Heritage of the University of Cagliari, Italy, and supported by Fondazione di Sardegna
(funding year 2021). It is also part of an ongoing international project on Russophonia that I am
carrying out with Miriam Finkelstein (University of Konstanz), Nina Friess (ZOiS Berlin), and Marco
Puleri (University of Bologna). I am grateful to Miriam Finkelstein for reading the first draft of the
manuscript, to Hamdam Zakirov for his help with some Oriental words that I could not decipher by
myself, and to the anonymous reviewers for their stimulating comments and suggestions. I am also
grateful to Monash University for granting me Adjunct status, providing me with access to key
bibliographical items.

2 Said 1978: 2.

3 Said 1978: 43.

4 For a brief overview of various critical approaches to Said and a “defense” of his work from the
point of view of Arabic studies see Hamdi, who points out that Said “was actually not only writing
back to the West, deconstructing imperialism, but he was also writing forward, constructing a
homeland, in fact, in all directions, oppositionally, creating textual homelands in exile, which would
act as a counternarrative before liberation, the counterpoint to imperialism, could be realized”
(Hamdi 2013: 146).
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itis an arrested, fixated form of representation that, in denying the play of difference (which the
negation through the Other permits), constitutes a problem for the representation of the subject
in significations of psychic and social relations.®

It is my argument that Bhabha’s representation of mimicry, with the colonized
subject factually destroying their psyche through clumsy attempts at assimilation,
may be linked to the concept of self-orientalization, one among the many still rela-
tively under-researched issues arising from the various critiques of Said’s discussion
of orientalism.® Although Bhabha does not use this term, one can see a connection
between mimicry and self-orientalization. While mimicry is characterized by clumsy
and devastating attempts at assimilation, self-orientalization foregrounds differ-
ence, or rather appears to do so, but the two attitudes are united by a common
tension towards identity distortions and the subjugation of the colonized and their
identity to the colonizer, with the latter imposing simplification and standardization
onto other identities. As Anibal Quijano states in his “Coloniality and Modernity/
Rationality”, the relationship between European cultures and the others “consists, in
the first place, of a colonization of the imagination of the dominated”.” At the same
time, Bhabha’s rootedness in Deconstruction and Post-Structuralism — it is impos-
sible to conceive of his approach without considering his knowledge of
Derrida - brings to the fore the constantly changing, even playful nature of the
colonial subject’s imitation of the colonizer. With the “static system of ‘synchronic
essentialism’ [...] continually under threat from diachronic forms of history and
narrative, signs of instability”,® mimicry reveals the nuances and pitfalls of both the
colonized and the colonizer. In this article, however, envisaging the possibility of a
more diversified reading of mimicry, I also draw on Roanne L. Kantor’s reading of
Cuban novelist and theorist Severo Sarduy’s writings on India. Kantor highlights that
Bhabha’s view of mimicry as “a posture of defense”, clearly influenced by Lacan,
should be complemented by a more comprehensive interpretation, one that fore-
grounds its being driven by “desire”, its being “a type of enlightenment”,” that is,
eventually, its transgressive, liberating nature.

5 Bhabha 1994: 75.

6 On Bhabha’s debt to Said and his reception of Orientalism see Byrne 2019. Byrne argues that
“Bhabha shares Said’s sense of complicity and interrelation between Orientalist discourses and
political or administrative systems — modes of maintaining, asserting, showing, displaying and
“having” power — but he argues the knowability of the colonial subject always eludes colonial
discourse, and he proposes that colonial discourse produces ambivalent, fraught, psychically
inflected knowledge and that such discourse says as much about the colonizer as it does about the
colonized” (Byrne 2019: 155).

7 Quijano 2007: 169.

8 Bhabha 1994: 71.

9 Kantor 2025: 256, 257.
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In fact, self-orientalizing attitudes are the product of a deep and unconscious
interaction between the pole of the colonizing power and that of the colonized
subject which reveals the many layers of their complex and ever-evolving rela-
tionship. In his 1996 article “Chinese History and the Question of Orientalism”, the
Turkish American historian and sinologist Arif Dirlik set himself the task of tackling
the question of “whether orientalism was just the autonomous creation of Euro-
peans, or whether its emergence presupposed the complicity of ‘orientals™.’® Later in
his article after a lengthy discussion of Said’s approach, Dirlik examines nation-
building practices in twentieth-century China. He references Benedict Anderson’s
idea of “imagined communities” and argues that “in this metonymic reductionism,
nationalism shares much with the culturalist procedures of orientalism, now at the
scale of the nation”."* According to Dirlik, “The Euro-American assault on imperial
China both provoked the emergence of Chinese nationalism and, ironically, provided
it with images of the Chinese past that could be incorporated in a new national
identity”.”* Dirlik also makes use of Mary Louise Pratt’s highly productive concept of
“contact zones” to finesse his re-elaboration of the orientalist paradigm through the
prism of self-orientalization cultural and political practices. This leads him to define
orientalism as “a product of those ‘contact zones’ in which Europeans encountered
non-Europeans”,”® with self-orientalizing gestures acting as an act of resistance
against European, or Euro-American, oppression. Such gestures nevertheless also led
to the internalization of “the historical assumptions of orientalism”** by the
“Eastern” subjects in their complex struggle for self-determination. In Dirlik’s view,
self-orientalization is thus both a reaction to Western hegemony and a surrender to
the West’s epistemological and political expansionism, and, just like Said, he con-
siders the two levels as two sides of the same coin.

Self-orientalization ought to be seen as one of the most evident signs of the social
and cultural disruptions engendered by what may be referred to as both moderni-
zation and colonization, which should be considered a synonymic pair.® As a

10 Dirlik 1996: 100.

11 Dirlik 1996: 106.

12 Dirlik 1996: 106.

13 Dirlik 1996: 112.

14 Dirlik 1996: 114.

15 See, among others, Bhambra, who views “the colonial encounter, which was less an encounter
and more a conquest, domination, and enslavement of peoples and forms of life (...) as constitutive of
the very disciplines that express or seek to understand modernity” (Bhambra 2007: 16), and Dube and
Panerjee-Dube, who “indicat(e) the inadequacy of conflating the modern subject with the subject of
modernity” (Dube and Panerjee-Dube 2019: xiii), pointing out that “there are other modern subjects
besides Western ones, embodying formidable heterogeneity yet coeval-ness” (Dube and Pan-
erjee-Dube 2019: xiv).
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response to colonial modernization, self-orientalization practices are obviously not
confined to Chinese culture. In her book on nation-building processes in Kazakh
literature, Diana T. Kudaibergenova defines the self-orientalizing processes that she
observes in Soviet Kazakh literature of the early Soviet years as “a process of
objectifying Otherness in the indigenous society by the indigenous intellectuals”.’®
Kudaibergenova sees the main literary device of the official culture of Soviet
Kazakhstan in self-orientalization, including the classics of Kazakh literature by
writers such as Saken Seifullin (1894-1938), Beimbet Mailin (1894-1938), Sabit
Mukanov (1900-1973), and Gabit Musrepov (1902-1985) (Kudaibergenova 2017: 22)."
In their writings and public activity, Soviet Kazakh writers became the mouthpieces
of a discourse that portrayed tradition as a burden to be overcome with the aim of
paving the way for, and embodying, Sovietization, seen as synonymous with
modernization.

In his book on Soviet orientalism, Alfrid K. Bustanov has foregrounded how “In
Russia, however, and even more so in Central Asia and the Caucasus, the old
connection between Oriental scholarship and state policies has gone largely unno-
ticed, though it is still very much alive”.!® Bustanov also notes that the first Russian
translation of Said was published as late as 2006 and that Orientalist Studies in
contemporary Russia have never managed to conduct a critical debate on the po-
litical agenda of their scholarship tradition. This lack of a critical approach ought to
be seen as part of a broader problem, one that encompasses both Russia’s self-
perception as the center of two former empires, the Tsarist and the Soviet Union, and
the scholarly mindset of international Slavic Studies as a discipline, at least till the
recent past. In 2001, David Chioni Moore noted how “how extraordinarily post-
colonial the societies of the former Soviet regions are, and, second, how extraordi-
narily little attention is paid to this fact”."” It is only in recent years, mostly in the
aftermath of Russia’s full-scale aggression of Ukraine in 2022, that the study of
Russian and Soviet colonialism through the lens of postcolonial approaches has
started seriously reshaping the field of Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Studies.”’

16 Kudaibergenova 2017: 22.

17 On partially different trajectories, with reference to the Uzbek context at least until the late 1920s,
see Baldauf 2015, who foregrounds the genuinely activist nature of poetry as a means of enlighten-
ment and literacy promotion.

18 Bustanov 2019: xii.

19 Moore 2001: 114. On Soviet colonialism in Central Asia see also Adams 2011, who foregrounds the
active role of Central Asian cultural activists in shaping their own local cultures, stressing that
“Central Asian culture was both enabled and constrained by Soviet institutions” (Adams 2011: 202).
20 On early discussions on the applicability of the postcolonial lens to the study of eastern Europe
and central Asia see also Spivak, who stressed the role of language and literary studies in fostering the
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2 The Fergana School: Creating a World-Class
(Post-Soviet) Central Asian Culture

In this article, drawing on suggestions arising from the scarce existing contributions
on Central Asian literatures and the broader field of Postcolonial Studies, I propose
an interpretation of the self-orientalizing attitudes in recent Russian-language, or
Russophone, literature from Uzbekistan. The discussion will thus deal with a part of
the “Orient” that has considerably suffered from underrepresentation outside the
narrow circles of scholars working on the former Soviet Union and the Russian
Empire with an interest in Central Asia. My focus will be on Samsad Abdullaev (1957-
2024),*! arguably the most influential voice of the so-called Fergana School, or group,
of Russian-language poetry, who died prematurely in 2024 in Almaty. Abdullaev was
born and spent a significant part of his life in Fergana (or Ferghana), as the city is
generally referred to in Russian, or Farg’ona, in the Uzbek version, the main center of
the multiethnic Fergana Valley. The valley lies within a part of former Turkestan
which borders modern Kirgizstan and Tajikistan.

The so-called Fergana School is generally viewed as one of the most revered
Russian-language poetry groups of the post-Soviet years. This group of writers who
were active as such in the 1990s was driven by the goal of elevating Uzbek culture
from the provincialism to which it had been condemned by the Soviet control over
the arts and the instrumental use of culture and literature to promote the Soviet
political agenda. Apart from Abdullaev, the group included Hamdam Zakirov (b.
1966), who is currently based in Finland and active in both literature and music,
Aleksandr Kuprin (penname Abdulla Chajdar), and a number of other writers. One
might see a contradiction in the fact that the Ferganans chose to use and indeed have
kept using the Russian language, which interestingly contrasts with their explicit
refusal to orient themselves towards Russia and draw inspiration from Russian
literature.?? In fact, the Fergana School can be seen as part of an archipelago of

dialogue between postcolonial thought and Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Studies (Spivak
2006: 829).

21 In this article, I transliterate names of authors writing in Russian using the so-called scientific
transliteration of Cyrillic characters.

22 Hamdam Zakirov has explicitly foregrounded the distance between the models of most of Russian
literature and the Ferganans’ cultural interests, orientation, and style, identifying in a handful of
names (Michail Kuzmin, Andrej Platonov, Konstantin Vaginov) the few Russian writers who could be
seen as relevant for their poetics (Zakirov).
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Russophone cultural islands that emerged after the fall of the Soviet Union and that
are united by the Russian language as a medium of literary expression.®

In Russian culture, orientalizing practices have been crucial to the imperial
project underlying Russia’s internal and foreign policy since the second half of the
eighteenth century. The Russian writer par excellence, Aleksandr S. Puskin (1799-
1837), included several orientalizing gestures in his poetry.* In her studies of im-
perial ideology in Russian literature on the conquest of the Caucasus, Susan Layton
notes how “total complicity in imperialism was the mode of ephemeral orientalia,
especially prominent in the 1830s”.> Albeit with different nuances and changing
attitudes according to evolving political agendas and cultural trends, explicit or
implicit orientalist moods have shaped much of modern Russian culture since its
debut in the eighteenth century to the twentieth century.”® However, the writers of
the Fergana School did not and do not conceive of themselves and their work as
pertaining to the Russian literary tradition. In spite of their choice of the Russian
language as their preferred, or even sole medium of expression, the Ferganans saw
their work as a contribution to the dialogue between the local, Fergana and Uzbek
culture, and the West, with its combination of Mediterranean and Northern in-
spirations and traditions, whose models are central for Abdullaev’s poetry and prose.
In the early 1990s, Abdullaev and his colleagues took on the editorial guide of Zvezda
Vostoka [The Eastern Star], the main literary journal in Uzbekistan, envisioning a
renewal of Uzbek culture through its emancipation from the stereotypes of Soviet
culture and the promotion of translations from several languages. The goal of this
enterprise was the integration of Uzbek culture into international literary
conversations.

One should also note that the very definition of Abdullaev’s and the Ferganans’
writings as pertaining to Uzbek literature is problematic, although not incorrect.

23 On the many Russophone literary islands as part of a diffused archipelago see Maria Rubins, who
sees the archipelago “as a trope for extraterritorial Russian culture [that] suggests exchange, mul-
tiplicity, and fluidity” (Rubins 2019: 24). Rubins problematically uses the term “Russian” instead of the
better fitting Russophone, with the former stressing a connection with Russia that is not always as
central as the word “Russian” might lead one to think. The term Russophonia has been introduced by
Naomi Caffee with reference to “the widespread and variegated uses of the Russian language outside
of the customary boundaries of ethnicity and nation” (Caffee 2013, ii). On the extraterritoriality of
Russian(-language) writing abroad see also Platt 2021. In Russian, see Kukulin 2002.

24 See among others his untitled 1829 poem known by its first line “Ne poj, krasavica, pri mne” [Don’t
sing, my beauty, in front of me], in which the lyrical subject invites a young Georgian woman not to
sing the songs of her homeland, which had just been incorporated into the Russian empire, thus
forcing her to remain silent.

25 Layton 1994: 9.

26 On Russian Orientalism see van der Oye, who notes how “Russian efforts to explore, study, and
understand the East often have been directly linked to imperial aims” (van der Oye 2010: 9).
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While Fergana is part of Uzbekistan and the beginnings of the literary activity of the
Fergana school in the early 1990s were conceived as a contribution to the revitali-
zation and modernization of Uzbek literature, Uzbekistan as such is not the pre-
dominant “imagined community” that shapes the works of its members. This is
because these works are at the same time local but also global, linked to, and
conceived as part of, a culture that transcends (Soviet-imposed) geographical bor-
ders* and style boundaries, combining high modernism with elements of popular
culture.

3 Samsad Abdullaev: World Literature from
Fergana

As Kirill Koréagin put it in one of the few available critical studies on Samsad
Abdullaev, “the Fergana School focused on the largely utopian task of creating a new
literature designed to bring the region’s young states — Uzbekistan first and
foremost — closer to the European world. The space that unified this literature was
supposed to become a sort of new Greco-Bactrian kingdom, a middle ground bringing
together the Mediterranean world and the Orient” .28 Although, after Said, the use of
the word “Orient” to refer to Abdullaev in the English translation of Korcagin’s
Russian-language essay, might sound untenable, the reference is actually quite
appropriate and underlines a distinctive feature of Abdullaev’s work: the self-
orientalizing attitude of his lyrical subject in poetry and his first-person narrator in
prose, a quality of his writing that captures the attention of anyone who reads his
texts, and one that Korcagin explicitly thematizes in his essay.

A master of both versified and prose poetry, Abdullaev was the author of a kind
of writing that aimed at blurring established boundaries at the level of both genre
and representation. In the context of the discussions on post- and decoloniality in
Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Studies that have been reinitiated in the after-
math of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine by the Russian Federation in 2022,%°
Abdullaev has been defined as “a leading voice in decolonial Russian-language po-
etry”.3° Abdullaev published several poetry collections, which earned him the high

27 On the “creation” of the Uzbek and Kazakh national history in the Soviet context see Ubiria 2015.
28 Korchagin 2017: 206.

29 See Krapfl 2023 and Byford / Doak / Hutchings 2024.

30 See Abdullaev 2022. On Abdullaev’s fame, see the following article among the vast amount of
material published online by the Uigur-Kazakh poet of the younger generation Ramil’ Nijazov-
AdyldZjan, who writes mostly in Russian and regards himself as a disciple of Abdullaev: “Bo-I1epBEIX,
s 3Haw II0 cebe, YTO 4eJIOBEK, OCEIBIBAIOIIMI UepBel PYCCKOrO s3bIKa, HaXOIMAIIUKCI B
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esteem he enjoys among Russian-language poetry readers, as well as several poetic
prose texts. These have received less attention than Abdullaev’s poems and will be
the focus of this article. Abdullaev’s prose can be defined as poetic in the sense that it
tends to eschew easily detectable narrative structures; it abounds in repetitions,
dwells on apparently insignificant details — apparently insignificant from the point of
view of the plot —, and foregrounds language and the use of the signifier, thus
showing proximity to what Roman Jakobson called the poetic function of language. It
is my argument that Abdullaev’s prose texts, or text — if one agrees to consider his
many prose pieces as part of a single work —, can be regarded as an example of
literature that challenges boundaries on several levels, from genre to literary
orientation and (cultural) identity. As such, they propose a representation of Asia by
an Asian subject who plays with self-orientalizing stereotypes, mixing them with
estranging images of the West and its culture in a kind of writing that sets decon-
struction as its main literary device.

In exploring Abdullaev’s refined, ironic, although possibly unconscious,
deconstruction of self-orientalist attitudes, it is my contention that his writings can
also be approached through the use of some of the exegetical tools provided by the
field of World Literature,®! and namely following, and adapting, two of the three
definitions of World Literature that David Damrosch provided in the conclusion of
his seminal monograph from 2003. I am referring to his definitions of world

LleHTpabHOM A3HY, ceifdac CHava/Ia OKashbIBaeTCsd B HellpeMeHHO IIPOUTPBIITHOM II0JIO’KeHUH, 110
CpaBHEHHMIO CO CBOMMHU KoJLJTleraMH U3 Poccuu. JIMIIb ITOTOM OH YUUTCS Pas/IM4aTh PasHULL MeXIy
IOpuemM PrITX3y 1 asuneM HckaHgepoM, Kak Mexxay MapkecoM u ITa6;10 Hepyza, 1 yok TeM 6oJtee
pasHuily Me>xxay MapkecoM 1 Hepyzoii, 1 JIOpKoZi. JIUIIb II0TOM OH HAYYUTCS IIPUCMAaTPUBATLCA K
MeCTHOCTH ¥ BCJIYLIMBaTbCAd B MHYI0, HEJJOCTYIIHYIO CeBePHBIM BapBapaM, QOHETHKY, UTO OKpY-
’kaeT ero. (...) Tak BOT, KOI7ia 9TOT 4esIOBeK, OCE/IBIBAIOIIMI depBell PYCCKOTO sI3bIKa, OyzeT
0CMaTpUBaThCS 10 CTOPOHAM, MHe 6Bl XOTeJI0Ch, YT0OH! cjioBa lllaMImaza-aka ObLIN eMy IIOJ-
CIIopbeM, Be/lb OH IIPHyMaJl, KaKeTcs, BCI0 TPSAYIIYI0 LIeHTPaIbHO-a3UuaTCKYI0 11093110, HHOITA
Jaxe 6e3 BepbaMsaliy 3THUX ITyTel HAIPSAMY0, HaMéKaMU U sKuBokaMH. Kasip biz 6amka aza-
6uéT, Iy cettuac Ml pyrasi iuTepatypa (Nijazov-AdyldZjan 2024) [First of all, I know from my own
experience that a person who saddles the worms of the Russian language in Central Asia now finds
himself in an inevitably losing position compared to his colleagues from Russia. Only later will he
learn to notice the difference between Jurij Rytcheu and Fazil’ Iskander, like that between Marquez
and Pablo Neruda, and even more so between Marquez and Neruda and Lorca. Only later will he
learn to look around and listen to the different phonetics that surrounds him, inaccessible to the
northern barbarians. (...) So, when this man who is saddling the worms of the Russian language looks
around, I would like Sam3ad-aka’s words to be of help to him, for he seems to have come up with the
whole of the future Central Asian poetry, sometimes without even verbalizing these paths directly, by
hints and equivocations. Kazir biz bashka adabiyot, or now we are a different literature].

31 I refer to World Literature as a dynamic field of research and to world literature as its study
object, that is the wide and diverse range of texts with which the discipline of World Literature is
concerned.
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literature as “an elliptical refraction of national literatures” and “not a set canon of
texts but a mode of reading: a form of detached engagement with worlds beyond our
own place and time”.* The critical reflection on World Literature following the
publication of Damrosch’s What is World Literature? has advanced several proposals
and correctives, including those on the relationship between World Literature and
Postcolonial Studies. As suggested by Galin Tihanov in a discussion of the Soviet
engagement with world literature, “there is no world literature per se, but rather
different world literatures”* In his Forget English!, Aamir R. Mufti has offered a
rethinking of world literature from the point of view of postcolonial thought that
focuses on the political role of texts in colonial contexts:

The ongoing discussion about world literature has thus been both hugely encompassing and
strangely timid: it seems unaware of the enormous role played by literature as institution in the
emergence of the hierarchies that structure relations between societies in the modern world.
The integration of widely dispersed, varied, and heterogeneous sociocultural formations into a
global ensemble has taken place, especially at the most decisive periods in this historical
process, disproportionately on and through this terrain.>*

As noted by Gesine Miiller and Marian Siskind, in the context of World Literature
studies, writers and scholars from “marginalized literatures” have suffered from “a
tokenist logic according to which supposedly stereotypical texts established a
metonymic relation with the totality of the culture they were supposed to express”.*
One could see in Abdullaev’s texts a literary embodiment of this tension: by playing
with Oriental stereotypes, they deconstruct them and foreground the hidden lively
and cosmopolitan nature of the local reality with which they engage and from which

they originate.
3.1 Playing with Stasis: Abdullaev’s Poetry in Verse and Prose
Although my focus will be on Abdullaev’s poetic prose, I will begin my analysis of his

representation of the Asian space from the initial lines of a longer poetic text in verse
titled “Letnjaja tjaZest” [Summer Heaviness], in which Abdullaev’s lyrical subject

32 Damrosch 2003: 281. On the tensions between postcolonial and world literature see Battacharya,
who interestingly suggests that a way out of the prevailing mistrust between Postcolonial Studies and
World Literature should “lie in expanding the horizon of postcoloniality beyond its overwhelming
Anglophony and into a larger world of languages, literatures, and imperial histories” (Battacharya
2023: 172).

33 Tihanov 2023: 1. Italics in the original.

34 Mulfti 2016: 97.

35 Miiller and Siskind 2019: 2.
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describes a natural and human landscape marked by immobility and a sense of
stuffiness:

Iloe3 Me/[IEHHO B36MPaeTCs Ha X0JIM, MeJIJIEHHO,

3aCTaBJsIsA IyMaTh 06 3TOM, ¥ HEU3BECTHO,

4TO 60JIee Me/[TUTEILHO, cCaMa 3Ta MeJ/TUTeIbHOCTb MJIH JKe
MBICJIb O Hel. CTpalllHbIe, CyXue KOJIeca MyUHUTeIbHO AaBST

Ha MaCJISTHUCTBIE PeJIbChl, CJIOBHO IT0€37l CTOUT Ha MecCTe,

a BepIlIHA X0JIMa, IT0/iIaBIINCh €T0 MHEPTHOCTH, CIIyCKaeTcs,
TIOATIONI3aeT K HEMY, Pas[BUTAsICh BIMUPD; U BUBI IeH3aKa

B OKHAX BarOHOB OJTHOJIMKO IIOBTOPSIIOT PYT ApyTra —

TOYHO $aJIbIIMBHIE KAPTUHKY, IPy60 IPUKJIeeHHbIE

K BepTsimieMycs 6apabaHy, KOTOPBIH K TOMY JKe

Bparaercs ¢ 60JIbIIel, yABOEHHON, MeJI/INTeILHOCTBIO,

YyeM OH MOXKET. B yAYIIUIMBOM KyIIe IJIOXHYT r0J10Ca My»KUUH
(TTaccakKupsl), ¥ BO3AYX TSDKeJIeeT, KaK pacxyssOaHHas IBEPb.
ToJbKo ITIeI0uKa B OTKPHITBIX MY>KCKUX I'y6ax He 3afieTa
KPYIHUHKaMU 10T, TOJBKO OHA ITPOTUBUTCS ITOCTHITHON CJIaGOCTH.
JIuia 1of; JIETHEH IIBITKOH — KOT/A-TO YIPSIMble U YBEPEHHEIE,
Tellepbh HEBHSTHBIE U BJIa)KHbIE — HUYET0 He BBIPayKalT

WM BBIPA)KAIOT HEKYIO IIO/I/THHHOCTH, KOTOPYIO

YepTHI JIMIA IOHOCST HelPpaBUIbHO. My»KcKasi pyka

TSIHETCS K CTaKaHY, YbM CTEHKU HaKaJleHbl

OT TEMHO-KPACHOTO0 Yasi, ¥ BAPYT 3aMUpaeT

HEBECOMO HaJl HUM, TOYHO

B CTOI-Ka/[pe, HO BOJIOKHUCTHIH Iap KIYOUTCS CKBO3b ITPOpesu
HEJIBIDKHBIX ITa/IbIleB. U meresibHast 3aHaBeCKa, yTpaTUB
€CTeCTBEHHBIH IBET, TOPUT LIeJIMKOM OT IIBIITHOTO COJHIIA,
OCJIEILISIFOIIETO XOJIMBL BI0JIb 3THX X0JIMOB

TECHUTCS] CKpIOUeHHast 3HOEM PacTUTEeNbHOCTD:

GesrecoBaTasi II0POCJIb, YoKe y3JI0BaTast, Koe-I7ie BEDIOKeHHas,
U3My4eHHasl BSUIOCTBI0, HO COBCEM He TOM, UTO 30BETCS BSIOCTHIO,
JIMIIEHHAs! IOCTOMHCTB, KPOMe 3TOH HeJJOCTOMHOM 3puMocTH. U Bee ke
OHa KJIyOUTCs, II0X0xKas Ha Iap, KOTOPHIH B3bIMaeTCs psifioM

C IIPOTSIHYTOM PYKOH, — CTPYUTCS BBEPX, UYTOOBI Ka3asiock, 6yTo
PyKa ocefiaeT U IaZiaeT MUMO ellfe He OCTBIBIIIEr0 CTaKaHa.

The train slowly climbs the hill, slowly,

forcing one to think about this, and it’s hard to say

what is more sluggish, this very sluggishness or

the thought about it. Frightful dry wheels, in torment, press down

on the oily tracks, as if the train were standing in one place,

and the top of the hill, yielding to this inertia, descends,

crawls towards it, spreading out to the sides; and the landscape views

in the train car windows repeat each other, as if they all had the same face -
as if these were counterfeit pictures crudely glued
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onto a rotating drum that on top of everything rotated twice as slowly

as it normally can. In the suffocating compartment men’s voices fade away
(the passengers), and the air grows heavier like the loosely hanging door.
Only the crack of open male lips isn’t touched

by droplets of sweat, it alone resists the shameful weakness.

Faces under summer torture — once defiant and self-confident,

now inarticulate and moist — don’t express anything

or express a certain authenticity that

the facial features render incorrectly. A man’s hand

stretches out toward a glass whose walls are incandescent

from the bright-red tea, and suddenly freezes

weightlessly above it, as if

in a freeze frame, but the fibrous steam swirls through the slits

between the immobile fingers. And the ashy window curtain, having lost
its natural color, is all enflamed from the luxuriant sun

that blinds the hills. Along these hills

stretches tightly growing vegetation, curled up from the heat:

whitish sprouts, already knotty, sometimes scorched,

tormented by limpness, but not at all the limpness that is known as such,
devoid of merit except for this unworthy visibility. And still

it swirls, resembling the steam that rises next

to the stretched out hand - it flows upward, so that it would seem that
the hand sinks, and falls right by the glass that still has not cooled down.
(Abdullaev 2022)

In a lyrical scene that combines movement and stasis, whose opposition is softened
by the mention of the train and the adverb medlenno [slowly] as the opening words of
the poem, Abdullaev’s subject draws on the topos of immobility that has traditionally
characterized the Western perception of Asia. In his study of the anthropology of the
Enlightenment, Anthony Pagden has shown that in the eighteenth century the rep-
resentation of China as a state and a culture mostly defined by immobility actually
traversed Asian borders, with immobility perceived as a feature that characterized
Asia tout court® Although the presumably Central Asian landscape® and the

36 See Pagden 2007: 60: “This immobility linked the Chinese to the peoples beyond the Himalayas.
India, as Voltaire said, had remained unchanged since the time of Alexander. In the lands of the
Turks, Persians, and Arabs, culture, the arts, and the sciences had made almost no progress since the
great flowering of the Middle Ages, a flowering that had also been built very largely upon Greek
sources. Similarly in China, wrote Voltaire, the sciences had become ‘fixed at the same point of
mediocrity where they were amongst us in the Middle Ages™.

37 See from Kevin Platt’s brief piece on Abdullaev’s poetry: “It often is difficult to pin down the
precise era and location in question because his works continuously toggle between experience of the
poet’s near-at-hand physical location and a superordinate plane of culturally transmitted else-

wheres” (Platt 2018: 461).
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humans that inhabit it are depicted as moving, they are actually unable to progress.*®
Their voices, silenced by the heat, cannot be heard, and their weakness is a source of
shame. However, the men’s inability to speak is compensated by “a certain
authenticity” that such signs as facial features cannot fully render, making it invis-
ible. Likewise, the vegetation that dominates the final part of the poem is charac-
terized by its “unworthy visibility”, which is firstly posited as a surrogate of actual
beauty or value, before being linked to the closing image of the steam soaring
towards the sky, probably indicating vitality and resilience. While the initial and the
central parts of the poem stress the general inertia of the landscape, the final lines
foreground nature’s ahility to overcome the constraints of heat, underlining the fact
that there is every likelihood that nature will survive and thrive in spite of the risks
posed by immobility and the lack of fresh air. The poem, which could be described as
a parable of durability and resistance, thus closes looking towards the future.
However, the picture that readers are confronted with may also be said to be far
more complex and marked by uncertainty. Its presumably Central Asian setting may
only be inferred from the context of Abdullaev’s work and the Fergana School, and
the ascending plot of the regeneration of nature that I have identified might also be
said to be less relevant than the overwhelming images of dryness and inertness that
dominate most of the poem. As shown by its two concluding lines, the piece plays
with its own object of representation, highlighting what the Russian formalists called
the artifice of art, hence desacralizing its own communicative role and freeing itself
from the burden of conveying a clearly recognizable message. In doing so, the text
may be viewed as playing with the (self-)orientalizing stereotypical images of
immobility and inertia that it — perhaps deceivingly — accentuates.

Both Abdullaev’s poetic prose and his poems share an attention to landscapes,
urban scenes, and the interaction of people with the space that they inhabit, but
with an even increased penchant for difficulty. His prose pieces combine lengthy
descriptions of Fergana and other Central Asian suburban locations with the
narrator’s musings on art and literature and images of cities and landscapes in the
West. In most cases, Abdullaev’s prose texts consist of extremely long sentences
that require their committed readers to be willing to overcome the numerous
obstacles posed by hypotaxis, abrupt changes of scenery, and the several words in a
number of European and Asian languages that constitute a typical feature of
Abdullaev’s Russian.

“NepodviZnaja mestnost™”, the very title of the 1994 piece that opens Abdullaev’s
prose collection Drugoj jug [Another South], published in Moscow in 2020, harks back
to the idea of the Orient as a place that is “static, frozen, fixed eternally”, to quote

38 On the cultural creation of the Central Asian subject as backward and in need of colonial
enlightenment in the Russian imperial context see Peshkova 2024.
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Said.* In “NepodviZnaja mestnost’”, readers first get to know Abdullaev’s Orient
through the account of a funeral. Readers might also get the impression that the
gloomy mood of the event is somewhat consistent with the atmosphere of the setting
in which the funeral takes place:

Jla; mecATh-ISATHA/IATh HECUACTHBIX, ITOJJOTHAHHBIX II0 3PEONIy0 TPU3HY U Ge30HHBIN
06z, B IMapaIU3yIoleM MX MpayHOM YCepAUH 3aMepJId y BOPOT, M Ka3aJoch, HHas 3aMef-
JIEHHOCTh, HHOe BhIpa)KeHMe JIMIa U POTHYBIIMe GPOBU CyMesH 6bI TOTUAC PasbUTh KT,
JieJleeMOoi >KU3HH. I10JTy9aI0ch, MO JOPOTOH, UTO TOJIBKO B OZHOOOPA3UH IIOJIHEIX 1103 OHU
TIeKJINCh 0 GPEeHHOH YeTKOCTH, ¥ TOPOJOK, CJIOBHO IIO JKPeGHI0, Be3Je IPeJIbIajia Hellof-
BIDKHOCTB: 6eJIblil aBTO6YC, MAITMHATLHBII JKeCT WM BeTBb.

Yes; ten or fifteen unfortunates, put together for the funeral feast and the endless rite, in their
paralyzing gloomy eagerness stopped at the gate, and it seemed that a different slowness, a
different facial expression and trembling eyebrows would have been able to immediately
shatter the cherished lifestyle. It seemed, my dear, that it was only in the monotony of their full
poses that they cared for the perishable clarity, and the whole of the town, as if by lot, was
attracted by immobility: a white bus, a mechanical gesture, or a branch.*!

Abdullaev’s space, both Oriental — or Eastern — and southern, is stuck in the
burdensome immobility of its resistance to change, the same immobility that pervades
the human and natural landscape of “Letnjaja tjaZest’”. In his article on Abdullaev,
Korcagin provides an account of the activity of Abdullaev and his colleague Sabit
Madaliev during their tenure as head of the poetry section and editor in chief,
respectively, of Zvezda vostoka between 1991 and 1996.** Abdullaev and Madaliev were
keen to improve the quality and the international visibility of Uzbek literary conver-
sations after the fall of the Soviet Union. In other words, they were committed to
fighting the cultural immobilism that late Soviet culture had imposed on Uzbek
literature. Switching back from Uzbek cultural history to Abdullaev’s text(s), one can
easily notice that the immobility of the Fergana space with which Abdullaev’s narrator
engages may happen to be, or at least be perceived as, other, different (inaja zamed-
lennost’). The invoked otherness that would be able to bring new energy to this
motionless place can however only be imagined in the conditional mood. The envis-
aged otherness of the oriental space in the already mentioned Drugoj jug, which is also
the title of one of the short stories included in the book that I will discuss later, finds
some explicit models in Abdullaev’s writings. While focusing on the mythicized space
of Fergana, Abdullaev’s cultural texts overflow with references to Western modernist
art, with a special inclination for Italian film and literature, and English-language

39 Said 1979: 208.

40 Abdullaev 2020: 10-11.

41 Unless otherwise noted, translations are mine.
42 Korcagin 2017: 207-209.
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poetry and music. Abdullaev’s hero sees his own actions and his surroundings through
the prism of Western culture, which provides him with the intellectual tools that
should enable him to get to grips with understanding his own world and his place
therein. The space he inhabits and describes is simultaneously his own and a foreign
one, unable to emancipate itself from its provincialism and an intrinsic part of world
culture, whose paradigms are what allows the narrator to look at himself and his roots.

In his essay on Abdullaev and his views on the new Uzbek literature of the 1990s,
Korcagin claims that

[t]he project of creating this new literature was only partially inspired by foreign modernist
authors: another important source of inspiration was the particular visuality associated with
the magical colonial “East” envisioned by European literature beginning in the early nineteenth
century, a phenomenon explored by Edward Said in his influential 1978 book. A sort of “self-
exoticization” took place as a result of which the Fergana poets themselves — not just their

subject matter — wound up inhabiting the magical East that Soviet writers had discovered

through the translations of foreign classics”.**

3.2 Which South(s)?

The other south that Abdullaev’s narrator envisages, and that the reader knows from
“NepodviZnaja mestnost’,” is however no less stereotypical than Fergana. In “V
doline” [In the valley], a text that opens with a mention of the Rolling Stones’ “Brown
Sugar” and a discussion of the “Turkic softness” of the name of one its characters, the
many souths of the world - including Italy, Maghreb, and Fergana — seem to merge
into a single space, although they also, paradoxically, retain their own distinctive-
ness. The text is intricately structured, combining insights into Kimsan’s inner world
with excerpts from the diaries of his Tunisian friend Ius and the narrator’s point of
view, with the aim of misleading the reader. With his thirst for larger horizons,
Kimsan, a name that symbolically means “Who are you?” in Uzbek, is constantly
drawn to places that are at the same time different from and similar to his own:

Jiymaro, murer KuMcaH, 3Ty yBepeHHOCTh, 3TH MHMOJIeTHbIE CBHJIETebCTBA pas MHe
TIOCHITAeT He pepraHcKasi IIyIlb, HO CMyTHEIH ITpo0Gpa3 UTaIbIHCKUX CeJIeHH B Helf, U BOT
foJTee ISTHAAIIATH JIeT 51 TITYCh Ty/a 3a6PecTH, BePHYTH ceGe Kpait, B KOTOPOM TasTCsl KIIOUbS
MOUX >KeJaHHUIt >KUTh — M30THYTHIE DelTeTKH, IUIONMajb Iepes| IIasaMH, COeIMHSIONas
KaMeHHbIe B TPEIIeNIYIIUX GyTpax ¥ 30JI0THCTHIX IITe/IIX GeperoBble 0Ma, IIUIIET OH, MOpe 3a
KOJIOKOJIBHEH, KPeCTBIHKH B UepHBIX HAaT0JIOBBSX, MIyIIIIe MEMO BUHOTPA/IHOM TUTAHTAI[HH
Ha PHIHOK WU B I1epKoBb. ™

43 Korc€agin 2017: 211-212.
44 Abdullaev 2020: 64—-65.
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Ithink, writes Kimsan, that this confidence, this fleeting evidence of paradise is sent to me not by
the Fergana wilderness, but by the vague prototype of the Italian villages therein, and for more
than fifteen years I have been vainly trying to wander there, to regain the land where the shreds
of my desire to live lurk — the curved bars, the square in front of you that connects the stone
coastal houses in fluttering hillocks and golden crevices, he writes, the sea behind the bell tower,
the peasant women in black headscarves walking past the vineyard to the market or to church.

The other South that the character known by the very Oriental name of Kimsan
dreams of is more of a collection of literary and film moods than an attempt at a
somewhat realistic portrait of Italy, something openly recognized by Kimsan himself
and the narrator with their reference to a vague mythical image (smutnyj proobraz).
Kimsan’s Italian dream is simultaneously certainty (uverennost’) and a series of
fleeting images, whose lack of connection with the present is stressed by the female
peasants with their black head coverings. In “Drugoj jug”, the piece that gave
Abdullaev’s 2020 collection its title, the European and the Asian South(s) are
apparently poles apart but their respective importance for the narrator shows that
they are actually more similar than they seem at first glance:

CeGacTbsIH MHUIIIET: 51 TIepeBest IS Te6st HeCKOIBKO CTPAaHUIY U3 «/[1aioroB c Jleyko» u «/[31-
6asIb/J0He», — II0/] Beuep OH CHEITNT MUMO apKa/f, MIMO IT1aJIamtio esb [lofecta B 6UOIHOTEKY
BrIciielt TeXHIUeCKOM IIKOJIBI C TOMUKOM BrHYeHII0 Kapaapesuiy B IpaBoii pyke, B TO BpeMs
Kak s Uiy BoJb BaTHOro 3aBofa W IycThIpedt B bemr-Bosty, rfe IfapuT KM3yMUTeIbHAs
WHEPTHOCTH, CJIOBHO JIePeBbsI U I0Ma, CKAMEeNKU U C00aKU 3aCThLIM He caMU II0 cebe, HO OT
OCJIETINTE/ILHOTO Ce30Ha B cepeiMHe rofa. Kiiafo e HCKU yBasl 0K0JI0 BETXUX BOJj0KadeK U
3allaCHBIX ITyTeH, ITIMHSHBIN XpaM, TIOAHSATHIN € 3eMJIM Ha YPOBEHb >KEHCKOTo pocTa. B okHax
OTpa)karoTCsl OKHA PYTHX oMOB. § mmutry Ce6acTbsIHY: BCe MOU YCHIIBS YXOZST Ha TO, UTOGHI
BBIPBAThCS U3 37I€IIHUX IIYT, @ He OTKPhIBaTh HeBe/[OMble TEPPUTOPUH, KaK s ObI XOTeJI, — MHe
JleTye TIOHSATH XOYaHTa AJaxXWspy, €ro Xaoc IPOTHB Teppopa, wiau Omapa KaBypa, He
JKeJIaIoIIKUX BIIpeJb OOCIYy)KUBAaTh BBIIPOUYEHHBIE 10 OBITOBBIX [eHCTBUM BOCTOYHBIE
MMITepaTUBE], MHe Jierye IIOHATh UX, UeM HeKOTOPBIX eBpOIIeiIleB, UAYIIUX UHbIe TPOIIBI K
000JITaHHBIM CETOHSI KOPHSM. KTO-TO IedeTcs O CTHJIE, eCTECTBEHHOM /I PEXKHCCEPOB
TIATU/IECSITHIX TO/I0B, KTO-TO /IaeT UHTEPBBI0, YMUPAKIINN QUIbM-MeIKep, T0ocIeJHIe CI0Ba:
«Taxue pfena, crapMk», U o6a IlepeluieTaloTcd B Tebe, Tepsid ToT4ac GJIeCK IIPEXKHUX

pasyamit.

Sebastian writes: I translated a few pages from Dialogues with Leuco and Zibaldone for you — in
the late afternoon he hurries past the arcades and the Palazzo del Podesta to the library of the
Higher Technical School with a volume by Vincenzo Cardarelli in his right hand, while I walk
past the cotton factory and the wastelands in Be$-Bolu, where an astonishing inertness domi-
nates, as if the trees and the houses, the benches and the dogs were frozen, not of their own
accord, but because of the dazzling mid-year season. A cemetery duval*® near the dilapidated

45 Abdullaev 2020: 81.
46 The glossary at the end of Abdullaev’s 2020 volume explains this term as follows: “cagoBas nam
[IBOpOBasi IMIMHOOKTHAs cTeHa” [a garden or courtyard earthen wall].
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water pumps and spare tracks, an earthen temple arising from the ground to reach a woman’s
height. The windows reflect the windows of other houses. I write to Sebastian: all my efforts are
spent on breaking free from the local fetters, not on opening up unknown territories as I would
like to do - it is easier for me to understand Houchang Allahyari, his chaos against terror, or
Omer Kavur, with their refusal to cater to Oriental imperatives that have been pampered to the
level of mundane actions, it is easier for me to understand them than some Europeans who
follow a different path to the roots that nowadays are denigrated. Some of them cherish a style
that is natural for directors from the fifties, others give an interview, a dying moviemaker, his
last words: “That’s the way it is, buddy”, and both intertwine within you, immediately losing the
sparkle of their former differences.

The similarity between the narrator and his Western European counterpart and
interlocutor is more ostensible than it might appear on the basis of the narrator’s
passion for, and familiarity with, Western culture, here represented by Cesare
Pavese and Giacomo Leopardi, two leading voices of modern Italian literature. In
spite of those resemblances that enable the narrator to draw a comparison between
the Western and the Eastern “Souths”, they are hardly comparable. Both are char-
acterized by the predominance of ancient, or simply old, sites within their space but
the Eastern south shows a typical combination of traditional landmarks and traces of
the recent Soviet past, a feature that distinguishes the history of the city of Fergana.*’
The inertia that so prominently identifies the East, or Eastern South, does not spare
the narrator, who is unable to free himself from the tethers of his roots. At the same
time, motionlessness is one of the causes of the narrator’s alleged inability to conquer
new intellectual spaces and a consequence of his being part of Fergana’s space.
Moreover, the first-person narrator eventually identifies with the cultural space of
the East, here represented by an Iranian and a Turkish director, and not with the
European one. As a result, the image of a pan-Asian cultural identity is recreated that
seems to overcome the boundaries of language and recent history, possibly repro-
ducing the Western- and Central Asia koine that predated the Russian colonization of
Turkestan.

As however can be seen in the last sentence of this excerpt, the differences are
actually not as striking as one might assume. It is rather in the different approaches
to one’s own roots that one should recognize the main dissimilarity between the East
and the West, and it is this which makes the narrator allegedly unable to fully
understand the West, or Western South, that he is so passionate about. If one looks at
Abdullaev’s prose from the point of view of literary history, one may conclude that in
syntony with the aesthetic program of the Fergana school and the Zvezda vostoka
project, it is art that has the potential to facilitate the fusion of cultures, with texts
performatively staging the encounter between West and East by using modernist
techniques such as difficulty and semantic indeterminacy to depict the East.

47 On the history of Fergana and the Fergana Valley see Starr 2011.
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Furthermore, one can see in the two examples of Eastern art mentioned by Adbul-
laev’s narrator an embodiment of that blending of East and West that is so crucial for
Abdullaev himself, with Allahyari having embraced an Iranian-Austrian identity and
Kavur being closely linked to France.

With its performative embodiment of vagueness, which also makes it impossible to
understand whether it is similarities or differences that prevail in the narrator’s com-
parison of the Eastern and the Western South, Abdullaev’s prose offers a fascinating
example of world literature in the meaning of the term identified by Galin Tihanov as
one of the four elements he believes can “assist in this effort of locating world literature
as a construct. This grid is essentially chronotopic and consists of several vectors. One
needs to be aware of at least four major reference points: time, space, language, and,
crucially, what one could term self-reflexivity — how literature itself reflects on, and
creates images of, ‘world literature™.* The point at stake here is what Tihanov calls self-
reflectivity. Moreover, this kind of approach raises the question of the relationship
between the West and the East as imagined from the perspective of a Post-Soviet text
from Central Asia that can be read as embodying the intrinsic self-reflexivity of world
literature. In this context, the Fergana-Mediterranean-Atlantic connection that Abdul-
laev’s texts both embody and thematize may also be seen as a strategy to obliterate
Russia and Russian culture by creating a bridge between the East and the West, or the
Eastern South and the Western South. This is linked to the question of Russophonia and
the peculiarities of Russian-languages cultures outside of Russia. By going
West — bringing Western culture to the East and exploring the Eastern self through the
lens of Western literary culture — Abdullaev’s writings show the search for a complex
identity that is coherent with the postcolonial porous self. If we accept this approach, the
self-orientalizing tropes of Abdullaev’s narrator noted by Korcagin, which any reader
can easily detect, will reveal their deep ironic undertones and shed any suspicion of an
interiorized colonial attitude on the part of Abdullaev and his literary persona.

The performative and ironic self-exploration of a subject deeply invested in the
reflection on the global entanglements of culture is a constant in Abdullaev’s writing.
In Putevoditel’ [Travel Guide], a mythical he pursues the traces of a Central Asian
Dante:

K ToMy >ke 3a Moeii CITUHOH, [yMaeT oH, B IllaxyMap/iaHe, Ha CIAHIIEBOM YCTyIle ITaMUPCKOH
Teppackl, HalleJl CBOX PaBeHHy IIeBel] APYIoro peHeccaHca, aJof IeHHUWIIbI, MOOUTHIM
KaMHSMH, XaM3a, 110 IIpUYKHE 3KCIPOIIPHAIY, a He MeJUTAllUU — II0Be/leHUeCKU Iudp
abCyp[HOro My4eHNYeCTBa, HaCTUTAIOIIH IIpaBeJHBIX YIIPSIMIIEB U3 Hep OJJHOM U TOH >Ke
obmre#t MicTopuy, U3 apceHasIa OJHOTO U TOTO YKe MOHOTOHHOTO JBOMHHUYECTBA, O[HOM U TOH
»Ke JpaMaTyprUdecKoit KoHCTaHTEL

48 Tihanov 2017: 468.
49 Abdullaev 2020: 190.
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Besides, behind my back, he thinks, in Shohimardon, on a slate ledge in the Pamir plateau, the
singer of another renaissance, of the scarlet morning star, stoned, hamza, he found his Ravenna,
because of expropriation, and not meditation — a behavioral cipher of absurd martyrdom that
catches up with the righteous stubborn from the bowels of the same shared History, from the
arsenal of the same monotonous duality, the same dramaturgical constant.

With Ravenna substituted, or represented, by the Fergana-Valley town of Shohi-
mardon, the passage focuses on Hamza Hakimzade Niyazi (1889-1929), one of the
leading names of early-twentieth-century Uzbek culture, who embraced the
Bolshevik revolution as an opportunity for modernization. In 1929, he was stoned to
death, allegedly by religious activists. With language itself dictating the tragic irony
of History through a figure of sound - it is because of expropriation and not
meditation that the Central Asian Dante has been killed®® — , Abdullaev’s character
becomes aware of the constant repetition of patterns and schemes in the cultural
history of both the East and the West, with the differences between the two signif-
icantly reduced. At the same time, Dante’s recontextualization in Central Asia might
also be viewed as a demythologization of his sacred figure in the West, with an
internationally unrecognized Central Asian writer unexpectedly posited as a peer to
a giant of European and world literature. Moreover, the dual character of Niyazi’s
legacy, torn between his commitment to the secularization of his land and its path
towards autonomy, on the one hand, and his embrace of Soviet power, on the other, is
in line with Abdullaev’s pursuit of ambiguity as a strategy to relativize stereotyped
images of identity. His writings question cultural hierarchies, foreground
complexity, and subtly promote the integration of the culture of the Fergana Valley
into global conversations.

4 Conclusions

Revolving around the idea that one cannot describe the self without drawing on texts
and cultural paradigms from worlds that are both different from and similar to one’s
own, Abdullaev’s prose texts ironically deconstruct the many Othernesses that they
discuss. They do so by embodying the idea of world literature as filtered through a
postcolonial reflection on identity. They foreground the need for, and the right to, an
identity and the impossibility of this being well-defined. An identity that is as

50 As confirmed by Ingeborg Baldauf, who reports that “Hamza had just recently been killed by
outraged followers of expropriated local landowners, whose complaints Cheka and Party officials
had failed to respond to (...) At its time, a myth of Hamza having fallen victim to a religious mob was
promoted in the press (...) and Hamza was subsequently styled the ‘founder of Uzbek modern
theatre™ (Baldauf 2015: 209).
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“difficult to place” as the dislocated postcolonial identity in Bhabha’s foreword to the
English translation of Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks,™* but arguably without the
latter’s tragic worldview. Abdullaev’s narrator’s insistence on the immobility of the
landscape and the culture in which he at times feels entrapped is coherent with a
discourse that rejects identity construction as the affirmation of one’s own versus the
Other. The search for a universal language of culture paradoxically obliterates the
problem of Otherness that it playfully thematizes.

Moreover, what emerges from a reading of Abdullaev’s prose is the profound
ambiguity of the identities that he depicts. In “V doline”, two of the world’s many
Souths, the Eastern and the African, suffer from that tendency to self-deprecation
that Said sees as a typical mark of orientalism: “MbI Hean3UpPOBaIN HaITy MeCT-
HOCTh, UTOOBI BBIPBAaThCd U3 Hee. UTOo coxpaHmiock? OTBpalieHHe K cebe U
HeIpHA3Hb K TOMy, uTo ecTh”>> [We idealized our place to get out of it. What re-
mains? Self-loathing and a dislike for what is there]. At the same time, Abdullaev’s
subject has nothing of the subaltern, although the paradox at the core of Spivak’s
Derridean deconstruction of the essentialisms of postcolonial identity constructions
may help explain Abdullaev’s ambiguous identities. His art is both a literary cele-
bration of the potential of Ferganan (and Uzbek, Central Asian) literature, of its being
part of world culture, and a rethinking of Uzbek culture under the double shield of
literary devices inspired by European Modernism and the Russian language, with the
latter remaining one of the most debatable issues of his literary biography.> The
Otherness foregrounded by the title of his last prose collection, Drugoj jug [Another
South], is simultaneously the multiple, ambiguous Otherness of the East and the West
in their cultural and personal entanglements and that of Abdullaev’s Russian-
language Uzbek culture.

The Russian language, or at least its standard vocabulary, falls short of providing
an adequate literary depiction of the Fergana geographical and cultural space.
Drugoj jug includes a glossary of “Central-Asian”, “Oriental” words at the end of the
book that the average — although in the case of Abdullaev’s work doubtlessly a
cultivated and motivated — reader would not understand without a translation into
“standard Russian” or an explanation. Beyond helping readers make their way
through Abdullaev’s demanding prose, the glossary could be read as an indication of
the impossibility for the Russian language to fully express the complex reality of a
part of the world that the Russian Empire first, and the Soviet Union later, claimed as
theirs. The Russian language is thus presented as both an instrument of international
communication — one that certainly functions much better than Uzbek in promoting

51 Bhabha 1986: xxii.
52 Abdullaev 2020: 62.
53 In addition to writing in Russian, Abdullaev also published most of his works in Russia.
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the dialogue between Uzbek, or Fergana, or Central Asian, culture with the
West — and a medium that needs Asian words to be able to express the complexity of
Eastern Otherness, although such an exotic, oriental flair will likely be read as
ambiguous. The boundaries between what is one’s own and what is foreign, literally
embodied in a Russophone poetic prose unable to function without foreign, oriental
words, could not be more blurred. At the same time, Abdullaev’s and the Ferganans’
use of the Russian language to produce works that are conceived as embodying the
new Central Asian subject’s emancipation from colonial subjugation to Russian
culture and its embrace of the liberating space of world literature can be viewed as
akin to the several practices of “writing back at the empire” in “the language of these
‘peripheries’ shaped by an oppressive discourse of power” described by Bill Ashcroft,
Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin with reference to English-language postcolonial
literatures in their seminal The Empire Writes Back.>*

Playing with languages, genres, and identities, Abdullaev puts forward a new
cosmopolitanism rooted in Fergana that feeds itself on world literature. His writings
embody the definition of Central Asian literatures as world literature that Rebecca
Gould and Amier Saidula have proposed as an alternative to the borders artificially
imposed on its communities by the Soviet modernization project.® With his decen-
tered writing and his ironic deconstruction of self-orientalization, Abdullaev’s other
South may be read as a Bhabhan “Third Space”*® that is alternative to the homoge-
nizing images of both the Orient and the Occident, and which in the context of post-
Soviet Uzbekistan is also posited as an alternative to the North of Russia and its
colonial culture. Abdullaev’s search for identity is one based on continuous ques-
tioning, a never-ending process linguistically embodied in the figure of his character
Kimsan, with his quest ontologically sealed in his symbolic name. The nation plays
virtually no role in Abdullaev’s imagination, at least in his writings and in his
idealistic view of literature and poetry, as he often repeated in his interviews. While
the nexus between postcoloniality and the use of literature for nation-building is a
well-established notion of Postcolonial Studies,”” Abdullaev’s poetic world clearly
favors an identity that is simultaneously local and global over a national one. In an

54 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 2002 [1989]: 8.

55 Gould and Saidula 2022: 655.

56 See Bhabha 1994: 37: “The intervention of a Third Space of Enunciation, which makes the
structure of meaning and reference an ambivalent process, destroys this mirror of representation, in
which cultural knowledge is customarily revealed as an integrated, open, expanded code. Such an
intervention quite properly challenges our sense of the historical identity of culture as a homoge-
nizing, unifying force, authenticated by the originary Past, kept alive in the national tradition of the
People”.

57 See Imre Szeman’s book on postcolonialism and the nation. Szeman notices how “formerly
colonized regions grapple with the consequences and effects of modernity while attempting
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overview of the history of Uzbek literature published in World Literature Today in
the 1990s, Tahir Qahhar wrote that “just as the division of Turkistan in the 1920s and
the wooing of nationalist writers to the Soviet cause was a complicated affair, I am of
the opinion that it is equally difficult to get the public as well as writers who were
brought up in the Soviet system to think, write, and live in the new nationalistic
mood”.*® To be sure, Abdullaev — and his colleagues — believed in the need for a high-
quality Uzbek culture,* but the transnational nature of literary conversations seems
to have been his priority.

Finally, one should consider the “decolonial option” suggested by Vitaly Cher-
netsky with regards to Abdullaev’s poetry®® and proposed by Madina Tlostanova for
the Post-Soviet space as a bridge between Postcolonial and Post-communist Studies,
with decolonial thinking working against the teleology of modernity and “including
the local histories which do not fit the black-and-white schemes of west versus east or
north versus south today”." With their refusal of that “absolute demarcation be-
tween East and West” that Said identified as the key element of Orientalism, but
without falling into the trap of mimicry — at least in its tragic version as intended by
Said —, Abdullaev’s work provincializes not only Europe,® but also Russia(n),** and
proposes provincial Fergana as a melting pot for a truly inclusive world literature.
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