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Looking at Central Asian Cultures After 2022

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine and its occupation of swaths of Ukrainian
territories in 2022, which despite its dramatic scale should first of all be seen as a
mere continuation of the war that Russia started in 2014, laid bare a number of
problems in the way research and teaching in Slavic, East European, and Eurasian
Studies have predominantly been approached and conducted so far. The episte-
mological crisis engendered by Russia’s all-out aggression has confronted scholars
with the necessity of reflecting more deeply on the role of postcolonial and deco-
lonial methodologies in the study of Slavic, East European, and Eurasian cultures.
Many specialists deem this rethinking as crucial for the survival and the moral
integrity of the discipline in the aftermath of the events in 2022 (Johnson 2022).
To be sure, the dominance of Russian over the other Slavic languages, which are
frequently referred to as “minor,” is arguably the most contentious issue at stake,
but even within the field of Russian-language literature and culture the situation
is far from being methodologically up to date and able to aptly satisfy the need to
understand and describe the challenges of the post-2022 era. One could also add
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that it was precisely the scholarly inertia that dominated Slavic, East European,
and Eurasian Studies that explains why most scholars and analysts were unpre-
pared to deal with Russia’s neo-imperial endeavors and its cultural underpinnings
and consequences.

Traditionally, all texts written in the Russian language have been viewed as
pertaining to Russian culture and conveyed to the general public as such, regard-
less of the origin and cultural orientation of their authors, who may hail from a
number of countries and continents, may use other languages alongside Russian,
and may not perceive themselves as Russians or as part of the Russian national
project. From the perspective of Asian Studies, this ongoing rethinking raises a
series of questions that I will briefly attempt to pinpoint in the first part of my
article. In the second part, I will focus on contemporary Russian-language poetry
from authors linked to the city of Fergana in southeast Uzbekistan with the aim of
understanding what image of Asia and of their relationship to it can be observed
in their texts, with a focus on the poetry of Hamdam Zakirov.

In a 2001 article published in PMLA, tellingly titled “Is the Post- in Postco-
lonial the Post- in Post-Soviet? Toward a Global Postcolonial Critique,” David
Chioni Moore lamented the dearth of postcolonial inquiries authored by scholars
in Slavic Studies. Moore argued “how extraordinarily postcolonial the societies
of the former Soviet regions are, and, second, how extraordinarily little attention
is paid to this fact” (Moore 2001, 114). Over the last fifteen years, postcolonial
and decolonial trends in the study of Slavic, East European, and Eurasian cul-
tures have made great progress in comparison to the early 2000s (see, among
others, Chernetsky 2007; Smola and Uffelmann 2016; Koplatadze 2019; Tlosta-
nova 2019 for a decolonial critique of postcolonial studies), but a more nuanced
approach to Russian-language texts as not necessarily part of Russian culture, or
the culture of Russia from imperial times to the post-Soviet Russian Federation,
is still a work in progress.

In the unpublished dissertation that she defended at UCLA in 2013, Naomi
Caffee proposed the concept of Russophonia, which in her words

refers to the widespread and variegated uses of the Russian language outside of the cus-
tomary boundaries of ethnicity and nation. Using the designations of Anglophone, Fran-
cophone, and Sinophone literature as a model, I propose Russophone literature as an
accurate and necessary classification for works that are too often dismissed as peripheral,
or at best, awkwardly shoehorned into the existing Russian canon. I further argue that
Russophone Studies, as a potential field of academic inquiry, would provide the space for
understanding realities outside of an imperial center, and identities beyond a traditional
understanding of nationality. (Caffee 2013, ii)
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The concept of Russophonia may indeed prove very useful in overcoming the tra-
ditional, imperial, and colonial idea that all Russian-language texts should be seen
as part of an unreflected Russian literary canon.! The liberation of Russian-lan-
guage texts from the constriction of the imperial center and their repositioning
in a diverse range of national and transnational traditions and schools might also
open new perspectives for the study of Central Asia as an area that still consider-
ably suffers from underrepresentation in both Slavic, East European, and Eurasian
Studies, and Asian Studies tout court, especially as far as literature and culture are
concerned. Although this kind of approach to non-Russian, Russophone texts
is still far away from the mainstream of the subject, some scholars have indeed
ventured to explore Russian-language texts from outside of the Russian Federa-
tion from this perspective, including texts from Central Asia. In her article on
contemporary Kazakhstani writer Turii Serebrianskii, Nina Friess has argued that:

As a native Russian speaker with a “Slavic” appearance, he is — like many other Kazakh-
stanis of Polish, Ukrainian, Belarussian, and German descent — often taken for Russian,
which does not necessarily coincide with his self-perception. Serebrianskii believes that
even though his family has lived in Kazakhstan for three generations, “there is neverthe-
less something Polish that continues to exist” in him, while Russia seems to be “much
further away than, for instance, Thailand.” (Friess 2022, 149)

Friess’s example, which symbolically foregrounds the role of both European (Pol-
ish) and Asian (Thai) cultures in Serebrianskii’s biography and cultural orienta-
tion, shows the many entanglements that Russophone cultures from Central Asia
may present to scholars keen on unpacking their complexities.

The study of Russian-language, or Russophone, cultures from Central Asia
entails a number of questions pertaining to our understanding of Central Asia
in its historical development, as well as to Russian culture itself. Any attempt at
analyzing Central Asian cultures will inevitably have to face the issue of Russia’s
traditional ambiguous stance toward its geopolitical and cultural identification.
Writing on Russia’s traditional balancing between Europe and Asia, historian
Alberto Masoero argued that “these variations in the idea of the state expressed
the desire to overcome the contrast between East and West, between Europe and
Asia” (Masoero 2015, 193). The image of Russia as a two-headed giant rediscov-
ering its dormant “Asian nature”—mostly identifiable with brutality and a thirst

1 On Russophonia as a hermeneutic tool, see also Caffee (2022).
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for blood*—awaiting to take revenge on Europe, is widespread in Russian liter-
ature and culture, from national poet Aleksandr Pushkin’s political poetry of the
1830s, epitomized by his 1831 poem “Klevetnikam Rossii” [“To the Slanderers of
Russia”] to leading symbolist poet Aleksandr Blok in the Revolution years, with
his long poem “Skify” [“The Scythians’], as well as in the philosophy of Eurasian-
ism.> However, the study of the orientation toward Asia in Russian culture, of the
frequently stereotypical nature of the Russian cultural image of Asia, and of the
way in which Russia has portrayed itself through culture as at least partially Asian
should be seen as a separate issue from that of Central Asian cultures, which have
experienced the Russian colonial power both politically and culturally since the
nineteenth century (see Morrison 2021, 1-5).*

The Fergana School

Having pointed out some of the many theoretical, methodological, and genuinely
practical issues that arise from the study of Russophone cultures from Central
Asia,’ I will now move to the second part of my article, in which I will focus on
post-Soviet Russophone poetry from Uzbekistan, and, more specifically, on the
so-called Fergana School. The Fergana School, which was active as a group in the
1990s, is arguably the most acclaimed Russian-language literary group from Cen-
tral Asia. Its name derives from Fergana, or Ferghana/Farghona, a city in eastern
Uzbekistan whose history combines ancient roots with heavy industrialization in
Soviet times. The Fergana Valley, of which the multicultural city of Fergana is the

2 See also Madina Tlostanova’s witty definition of Russia with regards to its several colonial entan-
glements: “a subaltern Janus-faced empire marked by imperial difference in relation to the Western
capitalist empires of modernity and branding its (post)colonial subjects (like myself) first with a stigma
of redoubled colonial difference (meaning the colonized others of the second-rate empire, which is
itself intellectually and culturally colonized by the first rate Western capitalist empires of modernity)
and today with a difficult positioning of the vanished second world and moreover, its darker colonial
side, which is Asian but can hardly join the emerging Asian century in the capacity of its active and
legitimate agent, being left out once again from modernity/coloniality and dewesternization and
decoloniality alike” (2015, 268).

3 On the fraught concept of “Russian culture” and on Eurasianism see Plotnikov (2024, 791-9).

4 For the debates on the colonial nature of what is known today as Central Asia and the political and
social consequences of Russian colonization in the area, see Lewis (2011). On current debates on
postcolonial and decolonial theories with regards to their suitability in the Central Asian context(s),
see Sharipova, Bissenova, and Burkhanov (2024, 1-18). On the Russian—Central Asian encounter in
the nineteenth century and beyond, see Maiorova (2020).

s Foran in-depth, multidisciplinary study of the presence of the Russian language in Uzbekistan and
of the many ways in which Uzbekistan has been to/d in Russian, see MacFadyen (2006).
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center, has been defined as “the heart of Central Asia” (Starr 2011) and “is divided
both linguistically and politically, with parts ruled by three states: Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, and the Kyrgyz Republic” (Starr 2011, ix). Just as “nothing about the
Ferghana Valley is simple” (Starr 2011, ix), the production of the Fergana School
consistently challenges systematization attempts.

As Kevin Platt put it, drawing on work by Kirill Korchagin (2017) and Ilya
Kukulin (2002), “the Fergana school appealed to a constructed prehistory of
European and American modernist and avant-garde contexts, interwoven with
Central Asian cultural traditions from the deep past of Islamic culture, to more
recent semiofficial and underground writing of the Soviet era” (Platt 2018, 462).
As evident from the work of the late Shamshad Abdullaev (1957-2024), generally
referred to as the leader of the group, the main goal of the cultural project of the
Fergana School members was to make Uzbek culture communicate with Western
modernism. While fascination with the Mediterranean—and Italian literature of
the second half of the twentieth century in particular®—and English-language
popular culture is a manifest feature of their cultural palimpsest, Russian litera-
ture appears as something that the Ferganans wanted to distance themselves from,
first of all by eschewing references to Russian prose and poetry. The literary pro-
duction of the Fergana School shows a complex, contradictory image of Asia,
one torn between self-orientalization (Korchagin speaks of “self-exoticization,”
2017, 215) and the search for aesthetic strategies to participate in world culture
while obliterating the colonial subjugation to Russian and (Russia-led) Soviet cul-
ture that was a defining element of much of twentieth-century Uzbek literature.”
However, despite their willingness to distance themselves from the Russian lit-
erary tradition, many Ferganans have published at least a part of their work in

6 This is a segment of contemporary Western European literature that was unknown to a majority of

late Soviet readers, which makes the Ferganans’ enthusiasm for it a rather elitist gesture. Despite the
work of a few extremely active translators such as Evgenii Solonovich (b. 1933), contemporary Italian
literature was also scarcely available in translation. This points to the Ferganans’ plan to carve out
their own cultural space as distinct from the Russian. I owe this idea to Miriam Finkelstein. See a
fragment from Abdullaev’s poetic prose “Drugoi iug” [“Another South”], in Abdullaev (2020, 78):
“CKBO3HAK CTPYWT B MOMeLLeHe 3anax NoAMeTaeMoii 3eMJI1, OKa MOKPOIA, U CBET NoJioLeTca
Ha CTeKNax, TO eCTb, HEY}Ke/In Tbl HUYETO He MoYyCcTBYellb, Kak y Mapuo Jlyuu,—noTok ApHO
[LlapUT HaM 1acKy, B KOTOPYHO Mbl Y}Ke He BEPUM, U ApeMIoLLMe BO TbME CTPaXy1 BO3BpalLaoTca
KO MHe, pebeHOK NPOTUB APKUX BOIH U TEHEN Tpaguumn.”
[The breeze flows into the room the smell of the swept earth, still wet, and the light shimmers on the
panes, that is, don’t you feel anything, like by Mario Luzi,—the flow of the Arno gives us a caress
we no longer believe in, and the fears slumbering in the darkness come back to me, a child against
the bright waves and shadows of tradition.]

7 On the Soviet “re-education” of Central Asian literati in the second half of the 1920s and the early
1930s, see Baldauf (2015, 190-3).
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Russia, making use of the well-organized Russian literary market as a platform for
publishing books that do not necessarily fall under the label of “Russian litera-
ture,” despite being written in Russian and published in the Russian Federation.®
The Fergana School members frequently insist on the importance of the Fer-
gana space for their writing. In their view, the unicity of the Fergana School can be
explained through the universal character of their inspiration sources and points
of reference, identifiable as a blend of local atmosphere, Russian language, and
Western culture. As Fergana School member Grigorii Kohelet (b. 1954)° put it:

Ha BHelHeM ypoBHe Hac Bcex 06beaAnHAET PYCCKUI A3bIK U PycCKaa Ky/abTypa, Ha
MEHTa/IbHOM YPOBHE HEeYTO MUCTMYECKoe U cBoeobpasHoe, OoT6poCMBLIEE B CTO-
POHY BCE PENUTMO3Hble M HALMOHANUCTUYECKME Npeapaccyaku. Mbl napum Hag,
BCE/IEHHON M UMA HaM poXKAeHHble B ®epraHe. HECOMHEHHO, Mbl BCE 3HAKOMbI C
PYCCKOWM nnTepaTypor U No33unel, Ho, Ha MO B3INA4, Ha Hac bosibwe BAMAN 3anag,
MEeCTHOCTb GepraHCKMX OKpauH, NPearopuii, TOPHbIX PEK U BbICOKOTOPHbIX XpebToB.
Mpupoaa Hac yBoguaa B TYMaHHOCTb MeauTaTUBHOrO Kutas, pycckas KONOHWaslb-
Has apxuTekTypa PepraHbl Npuaasana ropody HeKUi NPUBKYC POMaHTUYECKOro
MakoHgo. (Kohelet)

On the outer level, we're all united by the Russian language and Russian culture; on
the mental level, it's something mystical and very specific, something that puts aside all
religious and nationalist prejudices. We float above the universe and call ourselves born
in Fergana. We're obviously familiar with Russian literature and poetry, but in my view
it’s the West and the outskirts of Fergana, it’s its foothills, mountain rivers and ridges that
have influenced us the most. Nature took us to the fogginess of pensive China, while
the Russian colonial architecture of Fergana endowed the city with a flavor of romantic

Macondo.

In Kohelet’s view, Fergana’s atmosphere can be compared to that of Latin America,
with the colonial experience uniting the lands conquered by the Russian empire
with the former Spanish possessions in the idealized image of an explicitly roman-
tic literary global South. At the same time, one cannot understand the spirit of
the Fergana School outside of the context of the landscape of the Fergana Valley,
whose importance is no less crucial than that of Western literary prototypes and
shared historical backgrounds with other Souths, symbolizing the union of Asian,
European/Western, and transnational elements of both a physical and a cultural
nature behind the Ferganans’ inspiration and worldview.

8 On the Ferganans’ extraterritorial functioning in the context of Russian-language culture, with a
focus on Shamshad Abdullaev, see Platt (2021, 235-6).
9 Kohelet was born in Fergana and studied in Tashkent. In 1990, he moved to Israel.
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In a 1979 poem by Abdulla Khaidar, pen name of Aleksandr Kuprin,'* one
of the leading names of the Fergana School, the landscape of the Fergana Valley is
one with its inhabitants, both marked by silence and a sense of immobility:

O yem monuure,

OBa cTapuka LWaxumapaaHa

Ha TaxTe ¢peBpPaNbCKOM YalixaHbl
B CTO/IETHMX YanaHax,

rAe pyKkaBa BCTpeyvatoTcs,

KaK fiBa ganekux can?

BbITb MOXET, 3TO pa3roBop
MO/IYaHbA BAn3NEKALWMX Fop,
WA Npo3peHne Xanama

Bac 6pocunio B HEMYIO AMY,

1 Bbl MOJIYUTE TOYHbBIN KpYyT
CBOWIX NWan 1 NanbLes pyK?

[a HeT, HaBepHO, MOTOMY MONYUTE,
YTO HEe 0 YeM MO/YaTb,

M OCTaeTcs BaMm, Kak cato:

noka 6eXxMT—nokKa bexaTb.
(Khaidar)

What are you silent about,

you two old men from Shakhimardan,
on an ottoman of a winter chaykhana
in century-old chapans,

with your sleeves meeting

like two distant brooks?

Perhaps this is the chat

of the silence of two neighboring mountains,
or Khayam’s epiphany

has thrown you in a silent pit

and you shut up the perfect circle

of your piala and your fingers?

But maybe you're silent

for there’s nothing to be silent about,
and like the brook,

there’s only one thing you can do:

it runs as long as it can run.

(Khaidar)

10 Note Kuprin’s “oriental” pen name, the Russified version of an Arabic name meaning lion, which
he decided to use instead of the traditional Russian surname that he shares with a major Russian
writer of the first half of the twentieth century.
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There seems to be no difference between the human sphere and nature, united
in their—stereotypically “oriental”—resistance to action and their penchant for
silence, in their not being able, or not wanting, to be heard und understood (see
Said 1978, 38-9). The only explicit literary reference in the poem is to Omar
Khayyam, the great eleventh/twelfth-century Persian intellectual, who here acts
as a synecdoche of Asian culture tout court, making the Fergana Valley town
of Shakhimardan/Shokhimardon the ideal center of a long-lost Asian ecumene.
However, Khayyam’s lasting influence seems to have had possibly negative con-
sequences for the development of the region.!" The lyrical subject depicts silence
as a central feature of the Fergana Valley, with the Asian colonial world unable to
have its voice heard. The poem also features wordplays and non-standard gram-
mar forms, such as the unusual transitive use of the Russian verb molchat’ (to
be silent, to shut up). Moreover, to be able to express (the silence of) the Asian
landscape of Fergana, that is, to break the silence that seems to condemn the
Fergana natural and human landscape to invisibility—possibly as a consequence
of colonial rule—the Russian language must borrow (Central) Asian words such
as say (brook) and piala (bowl), without which it would be impossible to describe
the Asian reality and to speak up for its silent community.

Hamdam Zakirov

One of the leading voices of the Fergana School is that of Hamdam Zakirov, who
was born in 1966 in the Fergana region and grew up in Fergana. Between 1994
and 2001 he lived in Moscow. He has been based in Helsinki since 2001. Zakirov,
an outspoken critic of the Russian regime, who is also active as a musician, has
published two collections of poems in Russian. His second collection came out
in 2018 with Moscow-based NLO, arguably Russia’s leading intellectual publish-
ing house with a penchant for highbrow literature and liberal thought. Zakirov’s
poetry abounds with mentions of Asia, both in geographical terms and with refer-
ence to its languages, cultures, and literary traditions. At the same time, in accor-
dance with the penchant for a glocal culture so typical of the Fergana School,' the
lyrical subject frequently combines Asia and Europe, at the same time searching

11 An analysis of the possible intertextual links between this poem and Khayyam’s poetry is beyond
the scope of this contribution. Persian culture was obviously dominant in the region for centuries.

12 “Describing the seamless integration between the local and global; the comprehensive connectedness
produced by travel, business, and communications,” Oxford Reference, <https://www.oxfordrefer-
ence.com/display/10.1093/0i/authority.20110810105005976>.
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for points of contact and identifying glaring differences. In line with a general
tendency of the Fergana School, Zakirov also foregrounds the general incompati-
bility of the Ferganans’ project with Russian literature:

Tem He meHee, y PyCCKMX U COBETCKMX aBTOPOB Mbl MPAKTUYECKN HE HAaXOAUAN CTUN-
CTUYECKUX NPAKTUK (YNOMAHY BCE Ke B BUAE «MONOKMUTENbHbIX» NPUMEPOB XOTA bbl
Mwuxaunna KyamuHa, Ocnuna MaHaenswTtama, AHgpea lNnatoHosa, KoHcTaHTUHA Baru-
HOBA . . . ) aleKBATHbIX TOMY, YTO HAaM Ka3an0Cb B/M3KUM K OPUTMHANY—TOMY M03-
TUYECKOMY A3bIKY, Ha KOTOPOM «FOBOPU/IO» OKpYKatoLLee NpocTpaHcTeo. (Zakirov)

However, in Russian and Soviet authors we basically couldn’t find any style attitudes (if
one is to mention some “positive” instances, then at least Mikhail Kuzmin, Andrei Pla-
tonov, Konstantin Vaginov...) comparable to what seemed to us akin to the original, that
is the poetic language “spoken” by the landscape.

By stressing that the ultimate goal of the Ferganans was to let the landscape
speak—similarly to what can be observed in Abdulla Khaidar’s 1978 poem dis-
cussed earlier—Zakirov foregrounds the local, Asian character of the reality that is
at the center of their literary project. Albeit relying on the Russian language and
Western literary models, the production of the Fergana School is Asian in the sense
that it is rooted in a space that is local and #ypical. Mentions of places are central
to several poems by Zakirov. In a poem titled “Sever, zvezdy” [“North, Stars”], the
lyrical subject identifies with an Arab, lamenting the lack of sun and heat that he
experiences in winter, when he is far away from a generic “South” that he refers to
by mentioning a combination of Armenian (Djivan Gasparyan), Pakistani (Nus-
rat Fateh Ali Khan), and Algerian (Khaled) musicians. Toward the closing of the
poem, after having returned to a space that is clearly identifiable as Central Asian
with its typical food and drink (plov, manty, sherbet), the subject identifies with
Orpheus, endowed with the task of saving his beloved from the hell of the North:

[oe ToI?

AX Aa, i BCMOMHWUA—TaM, CPefU CHEroB,

Ha ceBepe, KOTOPbI MHUTCA

apabam cambim CTPaLLHbIM M3 af0BbIX KPyros. Hy 4To 3,
nyctb 6yay A oyepeaHsim Opdeem |...]

(Zakirov 2018, 31)

Where are you?
Oh yes, I remember, among those snows,
In the north, that Arabs
Deem the worst of hell circles. Well,
I guess I'll be just another Orpheus [...]
For Author Use Only
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One of the most explicit poetic treatments of both Asia and its relationship with
Europe in Zakirov’s poetry is to be found in “Dnevnik: Fergana, 2000 g” [“Diary:
Fergana, Year 20007], a long poem originally published in 2001 in Orbita, a Rus-
sian-language literary almanac from Latvia edited by the eponymous literary group:

3aecb camasn paszbopumnsasn peub—

becepsa BeTpa € IMCTbAMM. BCé ocTanbHOe—3BYKM, ronoca—
CTPEMUTCA K TULLMHE, MOABNACTHOE

HEerNacHOMY 3aKOHY 34ellHel aTmocdepbl.

[axe pynop, AVMHAMUK, YTO NO CTapoW TpaauL MK
pa3HocuT 6oapble MOTMBBI HaJ, NapKoM,

[OHOCUTCA KaK byaTo nsganeka.

[...]

fopof, BCE TOT e, XOTb Hey3HaBaem:

BMECTO CTapbIX AOMMLLIEK LLeHTpa—CKBepbl. YTO X, BNo/iHe
NPUANYHBIA NAMATHUK TOMY, YTO B Hallewn

0CTanocb NamaATu (rae ewe 6biTb emy?). A 3ToT,

peasibHbIV ropos CTan Kak byato

[OCTYyMNHEN, MArye, NogaTineBen, Kak eciv 6

caenaH bbln U3 BOCKa MW NAACTUANHA

M 3KAan Obl MLWb KacaHUA PyKK, YTOO GopmMy M3MEHUTD.
Y106 M3MeHUTb. YT06 M3MEHUTLCS.

II

TneHue nopg, CTaTb }KU3HU—Mea/1eHHO. MoTomy

MOXKHO €Lle HAaCNaXAaTbCA UHbIMWU NPENecTaMM

(nokoem U 3HOEM, K NPpUMEpY), Ha KOTOPbIX HE BUAHO
CNefloB Pas3NoXKeHUs.

[..]

Ho ropog, *vBeT, NpeBpaLLascb BO3MOXHO B MHOM ropoa uamv
B NaMATHWMK camomy cebe (Tak, BO BCAKOM C/ly4yae, BUAUTCA Ham),
M TaK ¥Ke JIaCKOBO COJHLE, U KPOHbI AepeBbEB

3aLLUMLLAIOT ero (Mo BO3MOXKHOCTK)

OT CKBEPHbI 60/1bLIOrO MMpPa, NPOCTEPTOrO TaM 33 ropamu.

[...]

111

Ewe napy cnoB: To, 4TO Mbl BUAENN—

HPaBMIOCb HAM, CMOTPEBLUUM r1a3aMU NMPUESKUX.

[..]

XoTenoch ele f06aBUTb Napy C/I0B O BbICOKUX AEPEBBSAX,
C/NIOBHO LWMT, CIOBHO BTOpOE HEBO HaBUCLIMX Hag, rOPOAOM;
0 KomdopTe, AeHbrax, UHTepecHol paboTe —

TOM, YTO XXU3HbIO ABNAETCA U BbIHOCUT
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Hac Ha ntoaHble bepera eBPONENCcKUX pPeK 1 o3ep;

napy c/108B (KaKk Bceraa) o conHue, BeTpe, MoNYaHUU, HO
HW CNI0Ba O TOM, KaK pa3pbiBaeTca cepaLe.
3ppascTByit, PepraHa.

Mpowai, depraHa.

34paBCcTBYM M eLLe pa3 npoLai.

(Zakirov 2002)

‘The most comprehensible speech here

is that of the wind with the leaves. Everything else—sounds, voices—
aspires to silence and hinges on

the unsaid law of the local atmosphere.

Even the loudspeaker, that traditionally

broadcasts cheerful motifs through the park,

seems to come from very far away.

[...]

It’s the same city, but you won't recognize it:

Squares instead of the old houses. Well,

A very decent monument to a man who

is still very much alive in our memory (where else should he be?). And this,
the real city’s become

more accessible, flexible, softer, as if

it were made of wax or plasteline,

just waiting for a hand to touch it, to change its form.

To change. To be changed.

[...]

11

Decaying pretending to live, no rush. That’s why

one can still enjoy other beauties

(calmness and heat, for example), that don’t show

Any signs of decay.

[...]

But the city keeps living, possibly turning into another
or a monument to itself (or at least that’s how we see it),
and the sun is so gentle, and the crowns of the trees
protect it (as far as possible)

from the evil of the big world, over there beyond the mountains.

[...]

111
A couple of words more: we liked
what we saw, looking at it through strangers’ eyes.

[...]

I'd like to add a couple of words on the tall trees,
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like a shield, a second sky hovering over the city;

On the comfort, the money, the interesting jobs,

the things of what life is made of that lead

us to the crowded banks of European rivers and lakes;

a couple of words (as always) about the sun, the wind, the silence,
but not a word about my heart that breaks.

Hallo, Fergana.

Farewell, Fergana.

Hallo and farewell once again.

The lyrical subject describes Fergana from within, acting as a mediator between
the voices of the city and his readers. The whole of the poem revolves around the
issue of intelligibility and communication. The subject presents himself as unable
to understand the hic er nunc of the place that he left in the past and is visiting
in the present. On the one hand, this might be linked to the topos of the traveler
who returns to his native place and finds it so incredibly changed that he cannot
recognize it anymore. On the other hand, the impossibility of understanding Fer-
gana as a synecdoche for Asia with all its contradictions, cultural palimpsests, and
competing identity projects might be productively approached through the prism
of Derrida’s idea of différance (1968, 73—4), as a never-ending process of sense
construction and deconstruction that cannot lead to an ultimate signification. In
the first stanza of this long poem, the subject foregrounds the silence of the urban
space of Fergana, which in the spirit of Montesquieu he ironically links to local
climate. Fergana is not deprived of a voice, or rather of several voices—which
may reflect the multicultural character of the city and its region—but these are
unintelligible to a foreign ear, with the subject now identifying as other in relation
to Asia, presenting himself as an observer from a far-away land. In the concluding
lines of the poem, the subject describes his hybridity, his being torn between two
worlds, that of Europe, with the material goods, the commodities that Europe
is supposed to entail—a Europe that is “an imaginary figure that remains deeply
embedded in clichéd and shorthand forms in some everyday habits of thought,”
as Dipesh Chakrabarty put it in Provincializing Europe (2001, 4)—and Asia,
which is able to break the subject’s heart, although he has run out of words to
describe his feelings (another topos of Romantic and post-romantic poetry). The
profound ambiguity of the gaze of the lyrical subject of this poem, combined
with the deceiving simplicity, accessibility of Zakirov’s poetic language, leaves lit-
tle room for clear answers. The past that the lyrical subject idealizes bears traces of
its Soviet heritage, but here the past can also refer to the first years of the Uzbek
independent state, when the Fergana school was actively involved in the attempt
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to create a modern Uzbek culture, one able to nourish itself with a diverse range
of Western products, from high modernism in literature and film to pop music.

The crucial question here is that concerning the relationship between the lyri-
cal subject and the Asian space of Fergana. I argue that Homi Bhabha’s reading of
Franz Fanon may at least partially explain the relationship between Zakirov’s lyri-
cal subject and his formerly colonized homeland, that is, what Bhabha calls “the
idea of man as his alienated image; not Self and Other but the otherness of Self
inscribed in the perverse palimpsest of colonial identity” (Bhabha 1986, xiv—xv).
The subject is alienated from his roots, deprived of the possibility of reconnect-
ing with them. He cannot understand the language(s) of his hometown, which
explains why he perceives the sounds of Fergana as leaning toward silence. Most
significantly, this is a condition that he shares with most of the outside world,
as unable as he has become to understand Fergana, a region and a melting pot
of cultures that remain unfathomable to external eyes and ears. However, with
the Soviet experience now a thing of the past and Uzbekistan a free country, the
subject of Zakirov’s poetry has at least officially freed himself from colonial dom-
ination, although the medium of his literary communication, that is the Russian
language, is still that of the colonizer, with the poem reaching most of its reader-
ship through the mediation of a Russian publisher.

In another poem by Zakirov titled “Tonkaya nit” [“A Thin Thread”], first
published in a literary journal in Estonia in 2011, the link between the subject’s
motherland and the West, which in “Diary: Fergana” is first indirectly hinted at
in terms of the subject’s belonging to it, and then thematized in connection with
wealth and commodities, is defined as thin, fragile, but culturally crucial:

YuTan cerogHs KusHeonuncaHbe Kasadpuca

1 TOHEHbKas HUTKa NPOTAHYNAChb

OT ero fomMa Ha Pto Jlencuyc 0 poayHbI MOe.

AX, TOHEHbKAA HUTKa OT ByXapCKOM TKaHw,

HaBepHOe, NMapyu, 4To BAPYr HaLLAACh

B €ro rocTMHOM cpeam NpoYmx

WHIAWNCKUX TKAHEW M KOBPOB NEPCUACKMX...

[...]

M BCE K Tenepb A 3HAO TOYHO,

41O Nogapw 6bl, KoNb 6bl1a 6 BOSMOXKHOCTb:

aTNacoB MapreslaHCKMX, KePaMUKK PULLITAHCKOMN, a eLle
npocun 6ol A Apy3ei-Xy40KHUKOB HAapMCOBaTb NOPTPETbI
depraHcKmx, Halwmx, y36eKoB U TafKUKOB,

no6aBuB YTO-HMOYAb AN aHTypaxka, oHa
rpeKo-H6aKTPUMNCKOe—NyCTb CEPALLE TBOE 3/I/IMHCKOE M/IEET,
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nycTb NamaATb 03aputcsa: MapakaHaa, AnekcaHgpus JanbHan—
ax, TOHeHbKas HUTb MaTepUM ByxapcKoi LOMOTKAHOM. .

Hac TaK HagoAro pasnyyunam ¢ MUpom

(1 Kpaem OMiKymeHbl Ham Kasanncb

rpaHuLbl roCy4apcTBa), uTo Tenepb

no Kpoxam cobrpaem mbl 6binyto cnasy,

No Kpoxam y3Haém BeNnybe npeaKos—

Mo TOHKUM HUTAM, N0 06pbIBKamM ¢pas...

[...]

(Zakirov 2011)

Today I read Kavafis’ biography

and a thin thread stretched out

from his home on Rue Lepsius to my homeland.

A thin thread of Bukhara fabric,

brocade, perhaps, unexpectedly found

In his living room among other

Indian fabrics and Persian carpets. ..

[...]

But now I know for sure

what I'd give as a gift if I had the chance:

Margilan satin, Rishton pottery and

I'd ask my artist friends to draw some portraits

of our Uzbeks and Tajiks from Fergana,

I'd add something for the atmosphere,

something Greco-Bactrian—so that your Greek heart will swoon
and your memory lit up: Maracanda, Alexandria Eskhate—
a thin thread of home-sewn Bukhara fabric...

We were cut off from the world for so long

(we took the borders of the state

for the boundaries of the Ecumene), and now

bit by bit were collecting our past glory,

bit by bit we're discovering our forebears’ greatness—
by thin threads, by sentence chunks...

[...]

In a poem deeply marked by elegiac moods, the subject reflects upon the way
in which his own native culture, which is depicted as intrinsically, literally Eur-
asian, was affected by the Soviet colonial power. The subject laments not only the
political borders, but also the cultural boundaries imposed by the Soviet Union,
which prevented Soviet citizens, intellectuals, and writers from participating in
the actual ecumene, that of world culture, by providing them with a fake one,
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that of the Soviet, Russian-led mythology.'® After the demise of the Soviet Union,
postcolonial and, to a lesser extent, decolonial projects have revamped the utopian
dream of a culture able to overcome the very Central Asian silence that the subject
laments in “Diary. Fergana.” As shown by the mention of Alexander the Great
and his Central Asian expeditions, the greatness of the past of that region can
be imagined only in connection with its entanglements with the West, with the
subject linking himself to the model of Greek poet Constantin Cavafy (Kon-
stantinos Kavafis, 1863-1933), an author whose biography and work embod-
ies the fusion of West and East that played an important role in the modernist
mythology and whom Zakirov himself has extensively translated.' Fergana and the
Mediterranean are united by historical links that significantly predate the colo-
nial conquest of Central Asia by more than two millenniums, with the Fergana-
valley ancient city of Alexandria Eschate—in what is today Tajikistan—and the
old Samarkand and Bukhara proposed as models for post-soviet Fergana. Through
the ironic lens of the conditional mood, Zakirov’s lyrical subject is not afraid of
foregrounding the kitsch of the self-orientalizing gestures that arise or may arise
when a colonized community sets itself the task of rediscovering and showcasing
its own former glory through cultural goods perceived as typical, although the
boundaries between what is sold as authenticity and kitsch may be said to be at the
least extremely blurred.” The thin-thread metaphor that informs the poem from
its title up to its concluding line points to the fundamental role of the Asian East
for the European West: the thread that unites the two worlds is made of precious
Bukhara brocade, likely pointing to the fundamental contribution to European
culture of what became known as the Easz.'® Drawing on the traditional metaphor
of poetry as textile, the identification of fabric and words in the final line seems to
allude to the key role of literature in creating and conveying knowledge, while the

13 On the extent to which local cultural activists contributed to and implemented Soviet cultural
policies, see Adams (2011). On the history of early Soviet Uzbekistan, see Khalid (2016).

14 Miriam Finkelstein has shared with me her idea that, by translating Cavafy and establishing Ais own
Cavafy, Zakirov is in a way going against Joseph Brodsky, the Cavafy translator par excellence of
Russian literature, thus establishing a new direct link with European literature without the mediation
of a particularly bulky Russian voice.

15 Onkitsch as/and authenticity, see Dolan (2010); on kitsch and literature see, among others, Calinescu
(1976), who deems kitsch as deeply linked to romantic aesthetics.

16 Butseealso Platt (2021) from the point of view of transnational Russian-language writing: “Abdullaev
and his colleagues transformed the furthest peripheries of Soviet geography into a staging area from
which to gather together “threads” from even further afield, “weaving them” into a new pattern of
radical departures and novel literary forms for Russian writing” (235).
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role of the thread in connecting Asia and Europe also foregrounds the symbiotic
relationship of the two. Just as Europe is unthinkable without the East, (Cen-
tral) Asia needs communication with the Wesz, a link long denied by the Russian
colonial subjugation of what was known as Turkestan. Without each other, they
both seem condemned to silence, possibly alluding to the role of Asian cultures in
providing the West with access to the classical heritage in the Middle Ages. The
nostalgic gesture of the poem, inspired by both an ironically whimsical, perhaps
even tragical celebration of the past and the plan of a program of cultural renewal
for the future, makes it sound like a specific kind of anticolonial manifesto, one
torn between despair and hope.

Conclusions

Both “Diary. Fergana” and “A Thin Thread” thematize anticolonial gestures. They
do so by picturing a combination of lyrical times conceived as an alternative to the
Russian colonial experience. In “A Thin Thread,” with its vision of a new Central
Asian greatness nourished by the glory of a Eurasian past, the image of Asia stands
in contrast with the frequent references to the Asian space as one mostly defined
by silence, inertia, and immobility that readers often encounter in a number of
poetry and prose texts by the Ferganans, like in the poem by Abdulla discussed
earlier and in the prose of Shamshad Abdullaev."”

In his introduction to Zakirov’s 2018 collection, Russian poet Sergei Zavialov
(b. 1958) identifies in a specific kind of realism the key to Zakirov’s poetry (2018,
13). Zavialov, a poet with a strong interest in classical literature, points out the
deceivingly, seemingly apolitical nature of Zakirov’s writing, which in fact, as the
texts discussed earlier have shown, is extremely political in the sense that it reflects
on the historical premises of the culture that nurtured and inspired it, foreground-
ing its diversity and its multiple vectors.

17 Thisisan immobility that stands in (apparent) contrast to the Ferganans’, and in particular Abdullaev’s,
fascination with film and moving images. Once again, I owe this thought to Miriam Finkelstein, to
whom I express my gratitude for her comments on a preliminary version of this chapter. I am also
grateful to Giulia De Florio for her suggestions. As for immobility by Abdullaev, see an excerpt from
his 1990 piece of poetic prose titled “Nepodvizhnaia mestnost’” [“A motionless place”], in Abdullaev
(2020, 11): “NMoONy4Yanocb, Mol LOPOTrOW, YTO TO/IbKO B OAHO0HPA3NMN NOJTHBIX NO3 OHU NEKANUCH
0 6peHHOM YeTKOCTH, M TOPOAOK, CIOBHO MO XKpebuto, Be3ae npesbliana HenoasuskHocTb [t
appeared, my dear, that it was only in the monotony of full poses that they nurtured a vanishing
distinctness, and the town, as if chosen by lot, was everywhere enticed by immobility].
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The literary heritage of the Fergana School can be approached from a number
of points of view: as a significant chapter of former Soviet Central Asian culture;
as an example of recent Russophone, non-Russian writing from Asia; as a defining
moment of contemporary Uzbek literature. What clearly emerges from the study
of any of these entangled disciplines is the dearth of research on this area, especially
as far as literature and culture are concerned, and the need to pay more attention
to this large and complex area for a fuller understanding of Asia and its diversity.
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