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Abstract. The article focuses on the visual narratives of the past in the Soviet illustrations of the
Kazakh heroic epic and modern forms of the imagined past in the graphics and painting of
Razakbstan. The aim of the paper is to determine the principles of representation of the past in
Kazakh art, and the embodiment of the concepts of memory, visual bistory and nostalgia in it. The
anthors highlight the intention of Soviet graphic artists to convey the actual problems of their time
through the representation of the past. Significant for the present research is the study of the nostalgic
experience of the past, in its various forms, which provide a powerful impetus for the development of
identification strategies.
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Introduction

The visualisation of images, motifs and plots of the Kazakh national epic and
ritual folklore in Kazakh art is associated with the appearance of a number of
iconic works addressing both artistic and socio-political problems associated
with the public demand for history and for comprehension of the past as the
basis of national identity.

The present study aims to determine the principles of the creation of a
visual narrative about the past in Kazakh book graphics and paintings from
the late Soviet period to the first decade of the twenty-first century to
understand the construction of the concept of memory and different modes
of nostalgia.
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For Kazakh artists of the Soviet period, folklore was the main source
of information about the great ancestors, a “visual history” that allowed them
to engage in a serious conversation about the history of Kazakhstan without
looking back at ideological taboos. Today, the perception of the national past
conveyed by modern masters generates a whole range of issues associated
with the transformation of ideas about history, with new political myths, and
the problem of self-identification.

The concepts of “memory,” “imagined past,” “nostalgia” and “visual
history” are actively explored in scholarly works on fiction and cinema.
Meanwhile, there still remain large gaps in the study of the representation of
the past in the visual arts, which prompts us to address this issue.

The problem of the depiction of the past in illustrations and paintings
devoted to folklore subjects and images has not been conceptualised and has
been limited to the formal and stylistic analysis of the works and the
description of events depicted in them. The study of graphics and painting in
the context of memory construction still stands on the periphery of academic
art history.

In addition to the formation of cultural memory, the representation of
the past in the visual arts can reveal society’s attitude toward national history,
the specifics of socio-cultural processes in Kazakhstan and the identification
strategies of the nation.

2 ¢

Methods

As the material for the study, we select the most prominent works that have
shaped the interpretation approaches to the construction of the past through
the visualisation of folklore images and motifs. Specifically, we analyse book
illustrations for the heroic epics Kyy Zhibek' and Alpamys Batyry Koblandy
Batyr;’ Four mushels;* Kazakhskiye narodnyye obychai;’ the graphic seties Po motivam
kazakhskogo eposa® and Gervicheskaya; and pictorial paintings by Kazbek
Azhibekuly (1998-1999), as well as materials from the personal archive of the
family of Isatai Isabaev (1970-2000).

Academic interest in the study of epic illustrations as “visual histories,”
in which artists create a narrative of past events and shape the representation
of them, is related to the development of new cultural history and the
understanding of the significance of the visual narrative. In particular, such a

! Sidorkin 1975.

2 Sidorkin 1981.

3 Smatayev 1981.
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narrative can act as an alternative to historiography as “historiophoty,” by
which Hayden White understands the “representation of history and our
thought about it in visual images and filmic discourse.”

In this paper, we examine the ways of representation of the past
through an appeal to the national folklore as part of the problem field of
memorty studies relying on the ideas of Jan Assmann and Pierre Nora.” The
study also employs the conceptual apparatus associated with the problem of
trauma as part of Piotr Sztompka’s theory of social change."

F. R. Ankersmit’s theory of nostalgia'' is adopted as a methodological
point of reference for the study of Kazakh graphic art and painting. The study
of representational tactics relies on the typology developed by Svetlana Boym
to compare different types of nostalgia.

The guides for determining the artistic strategies of contemporary
Kazakh masters of fine arts are film studies dedicated to the exploration of
historical British films of the 1980s and 1990s, which belong to the “heritage
film” or “nostalgic screen fictions.”"

Results and Discussion
The analysis of the narrative about the past through the illustration of the
epic stems from several assumptions. First, speaking of the representation of
the past, we are guided by Mikhail Bakhtin’s theoretical conclusions about
the genre character of representation, in which the main genre for describing
the past is the epic genre, whose author adopts the position of “a person
speaking of the unattainable past,” ie., “the reverential attitude of the
descendant.”” It is no coincidence that today, for example, the events of the
Second World War take the shape of a bogatyr tale or fairy tale."
Furthermore, it needs to be pointed out that a spacial attitude of artists
to the heroic Kazakh epic is due to the political atmosphere of Soviet times.
The conscious and systematic levelling of the national and the policy of
Russification in the linguistic sphere generated a situation in which the local
population felt like strangers in their native country, similar to the experience
of emigrants. The generalisation of historical memory characteristic of the
emigrant environment predetermined such an order of imagining the past, in
which “the legend could act as an invariant of the historical event, and

8 White 1988, p. 1193.

9 Assman 2004; Nora 1999.

10 Sztompka 2000.

11 Ankersmit 1994.

12 Higson 2003; Wollen 1991; Samutina 2003.
13 Bakhtin 1974, p. 458.

14 Pavlovskii 2020.
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historical realities could be evaluated in the framework of mythopoetic
tradition.”"

Folklore, being an element of traditional culture, remained the storage
vessel of cultural memory, the nation’s worldview and ethical norms. The
value of folklore works as a translator of national tradition led to strict
ideological control over this field to prevent “nationalist distortions” of
history. The mass campaign against cosmopolitanism in the late 1940s
resulted in the condemnation of a number of national epics of the peoples of
the USSR as “feudal-bay,” i.e., class-alien to the Soviet system. The campaign
against the epics was conducted by the ideological departments of the
Communist Party of each of the Soviet republics and coordinated by the
Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, its acronym
being CC RCP(b). Such close attention to the epic on the part of the key
structures of power relied on just a single justification associated with the
imperial mindset of the totalitarian state — the need to counter any
manifestation of national consciousness that calls into question the moral and
cultural superiority of the Russian people.

Even in 1953, when the process of the rehabilitation of the national
epics began, the Presidium of the Academy of Sciences and the Presidium of
the Union of Soviet Writers of Kazakhstan held a final discussion where a
huge list of epic works of Kazakh people was unanimously recognised as
“reactionary and anti-national.”'®

Fig. 1. E. Sidorkin illustration from the book Kyz-Zhibek (1975)

15 Sultanov 2016, p. 317.
16 Gurevich 1992, p. 110.
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The full-fledged study of traditional national culture and folklore and
its interpretation in art in Kazakhstan began only at the end of the 1960s,
several years after the proclamation of de-Stalinisation.

The 1970s—1980s are marked by the creation of outstanding works of
Kazakh book art, which entered the golden fund of national culture and
became the source of numerous imitations in the decades to follow. Here we
are referring to the illustrations to the Kazakh epics Kyz-Zhibek (fig. 1) and
Alpamys Batyr by Evgenii Sidorkin and Koblandy Batyr by Isatai Isabaev (fig.
2).

Fig. 2. I. Isabaev cover of the book Koblandy Batyr (1981)

This period is also associated with the active development of Kazakh
folklore studies, the emergence of serious scientific works on the genealogy
and specificity of Kazakh folklore, and the problems of the historical Kazakh
epic, which also touch upon issues important for our study concerning the
connection of folklore with the Scythian-Saka time."”

The archaic strata of the Kazakh epic were first noted by the
archaeologist M. P. Griaznov, who made a great contribution to the study of
the history of the peoples of Siberia and Central Asia in the Bronze Age and
early nomads. Based on the monuments of the animal style, Griaznov
suggested that the Turkic and Mongolian heroic epic had begun to form
already in the Scythian-Saka era."”® For example, Griaznov considers that the

17 Tursunov 1973.
18 Griaznov 1961, p. 28.
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scene depicted on the paired belt clasps from the Siberian collection of Peter
I (fig. 3) is an “almost exact illustration” of an ancient epos in which “the
hero Kozyn-Erkesh was insidiously killed by his enemies under a poplar tree
and cut up into small pieces.” However, his young wife and friend managed
to bring him back to life. Two male figures, distinguishable neither by their
age, nor by their physique, nor by their clothes and attire, could be two
fraternal heroes."”
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Fig. 3. Drawing of paired gold belt clasps from the Siberian collection of Peter I in
the Hermitage, fourth—third centuries BC (Griaznov 1961)

The question of the interaction and mutual enrichment of different,
seemingly opposing cultures was raised during the same period by the poet
O. Suleimenov in the book Az i YA: Kniga blagonamerennogo chitatelya.”
Suleimenov reveals the Turkic context of the creation of the iconic
monument of the literature of Ancient Rus — Slwa o polku Igoreve: expressing
an idea of the bilingualism of the author of S/wa, Suleimenov finds in the text
a large number of Turkisms, distorted by scribes. The book provoked
political accusations of “pan-Turkism” and “nationalism” and was withdrawn
from sale, while the fate of its author was decided at the highest levels of
party officials.

In the 1960s and 1970s, archaeological research of monuments of the
Saka-Massagetae culture intensified in Kazakhstan, leading to major finds in
the Shilikta Valley, the burial mounds of the Aral region and the Tasmola
mounds in Central Kazakhstan, as well as in the mounds of the Jetysu: in
Besshatyr and Issyk. In the latter burial mound, an intact burial of a Sak chief
was discovered in 1969 with a completely preserved burial garment made of
gold plates (about 4,000 items). This major archaeological discovery and the
exhibitions which accompanied it evoked a strong public response. The
samples of the Scythian-Saka menagerie of excellent quality and artistic merit

19 1bid., p. 25-27.
20 Suleimenov 1975.
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became one of the iconic cultural phenomena and served as an impetus for
the masters of fine arts.

Archaeology has served as the foundation needed to uncover the past
of Kazakhstan, including its multi-component structure as a conglomerate of
the histories of different populations. Such a representation of the past
emphasised its multifaceted nature, with the layering of different influences.
The animal style embodies the inextricable connection of the autochthonous
culture with the art of different peoples — the reliance on the fore-Asian
culture, the influence of Antiquity, etc. (fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Gold plaque from the Issyk burial mound in the form of a leopard with
serrated plates depicting mountains (National Museum of Kazakhstan, fifth—fourth
centuries BC)

Given the hermetic nature of Soviet culture, under the conditions of
the Iron Curtain that isolated the USSR from the rest of the wotld, as well as
the strictest censorship of modernist experiments, this understanding of the
past was a breakthrough in the understanding of the present and the rationale
for a dialogue with the entire diversity of world traditions. The turn to the art
of ancient nomads, as the Scythian-Saka culture is also called, paradoxically
proved to be a turn to formal searches, and a departure from the obligatory
truthful reproduction of reality, mandatory in socialist realism. In this vein,
E. Sidorkin’s art can be viewed as escaping from the Soviet canons, non-
conformist.
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In depicting the past in illustrations to the Kyz Zhibek epic, Sidorkin
organises the space of a graphic sheet as if it is not a book page, but an
installation showing the finds of an ancient treasure, collecting the fractured
wortld of a great civilisation by the fragments of artifacts. After all, these
artifacts were all that remained of it and were infinitely valuable to Sidorkin’s
contemporaries (fig. 5).

Comparing history with memory, P. Nora argues:

Memoty is always an actual phenomenon, an experienced connection to the
eternal present. History, on the other hand, is a representation of the past.
Memoty, by its sensual and magical nature, gets along only with the details it
is comfortable with. It is nourished by memories that are vague and
contradictory (télescopants). [...] Memory puts a recollection in the sacred;
history expels it, making it prosaic.?!

Sidorkin insists on the relevance of the past, and in his work, the concept of

“memory” becomes central to the epic.

In 1981, Sidorkin summarised his early findings in an album edition of
the Turkic epic Afpamys Batyr, in which he brilliantly handled several tasks.
The main one was to advocate the animal style as a significant part of the
national heritage. A tiny archaeological detail is put by the illustrator into the
large-sized spread of the book as a quote from the past (fig. 6).

2 Nora 1999, p. 92.
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Fig. 6. E. Sidorkin illustration-headpiece for the book Apamys Batyr (1981)

The laws of book art are not all that important here. Sidorkin’s main
goal was to achieve active communication with the reader of the epic, and for
that, he needed the latter to understand the principles of the archaic art on
which he relied when reproducing the poetics of folklore.

In battle scenes, Sidorkin uses the method of Saka compositions. Sharp
angles and the seeming spontaneity of filling the book page with weapons
and figures are intended to convey the atmosphere of the endless battle of
countless armies, which was a canon in folklore; complex compositional
moves and the interaction of figures correspond to the metaphoricity
inherent in the epic (fig. 7).

AN RS { )
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Fig. 7. E. Sidorkin illustration from the book A/pamys Batyr (1981)
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The illustrator also uses the principle of the fusion of images, the
inscription of one figure in another, typical of works in the animal style. The
enclosed form and inseparability of the horse and the hero in Alpamys’s
portrayal also reflect the inseparable link with the horse vital for every nomad

(fig. 8).

Fig. 8. E. Sidorkin illustration from the book A/panzys Batyr (1981)

Having made the concept of “memory” central to his works, Sidorkin
changes the graphic manner, seeking to give greater substance and weight to
the past through the image. Groups of people, be it a mother and a child (fig.
9) or a khan and his men-in-arms, the graphic artist makes resemble sculptural
statues inscribed in a single block. The graphic forms become close to the
bronze gouges of Saks, giving the impression that the graphic plane is not
quite a plane, but that a sense of volume and objectivity lives in it.

Svetlana Boym distinguishes between two types of nostalgia — the
restorative and the reflective — each of which is characterised by a certain
attitude to the past, to the imagined community and to the home.” Reflective
nostalgia is ironic; it rejects the worship of bygone eras, including interest in
them when they are presented as ruins or archaeological finds. Sidorkin’s
virtuoso graphics containing expressive images of the past are imbued with
the melancholy of the Kazakh intellectual of the second half of the twentieth
century. They present an example of reflective nostalgia, which stays in
longing and loss, in an imperfect process of recalling.

22 Boym 2001, p. 15.
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Fig. 9. E. Sidorkin illustration from the book A/panzys Batyr (1981)

However, this sort of nostalgia not only emphasised the distance
between the ideal heroic time and the contemporary stage of “the long *70s,”
“the era of stagnation.” Sidorkin’s illustrations are devoid of a linear,
unidirectional understanding of the passage of time. To these works, one can
attribute the term “visual history,” which, as argued by Daniela Bleichmar
and Vanessa R. Schwartz, has currently “outpaced the written genre that
professional historians developed in the nineteenth century.””

This term is used to refer to the images

that were consciously created or repurposed with an eye to capturing the past,

which may involve an event or, more broadly, a given culture’s sense of time,

of heritage, or of something in the present or near past that is expected to
become of historical significance at some point in the future.?*

When creating a “visual history,” Sidorkin employs telescopic effects. The
events of the medieval epic are moved to more distant archaic times, and
those, in turn, through the figurative interpretation of the characters, are
brought closer to the present. The telescoping of the past reflects the
illustratot’s need to refer to historical themes, to make sense of them in order
to deal with what is taking place currently, and to uncover the pain points of
modernity.

23 Bleichmar, Schwartz 2019, p. 26.
24 Ibid., p. 9.
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The representation of the past through the lens of modernity is also
reflected in the deconstruction of the epic, which in Sidorkin’s case is
embedded in the method itself, in the critical understanding of the formal
and figurative structure of the work. It was important for the master to break
the epic canons of description and portrayal of folklore heroes in order to
problematise Kazakhstan’s past. Instead of a sequential account of events, he
offers the cohesion of different fragments in a single composition.

Each character in A/pamys Batyris unique, with an individual touch. The
turn to the individualisation of the character, with their separation from the
collective body and the complication of their functions, has become an
important tool for the telescoping of time in the epic, for bringing the events
closer to the modern reader or, conversely, jumping back to the primary
mythological time. Positive images are subjected to a grotesque
reinterpretation. The ugliness of the antagonist is consciously accentuated,
and the optics are tuned to show the chaotic, the dangerous. Alpamys’s rivals
— Kalmyk Khan Taishik and his army — look not like medieval warriors but
like chthonic monsters, demonic beings (fig. 10). The epic narrative
converges with myth.

Fig. 10. E. Sidorkin illustration from the book .Apamys Batyr (1981)
The artist has made the narrative about the past more complex,

breaking down simple schemes that include heroics, the struggle of good and
evil, the ideal hero and the pathos of the triumphal procession. This
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deconstruction is achieved by Sidorkin through the reduction of the pathos
and grandeur of medieval texts through grotesque expressiveness and
increased emotionality, which are supported by the formal and stylistic
features of the art of the animal style.

At the same time, the grotesque nature of the images, which Sidorkin
would later bring to a maximum level in his illustrations of Russian prose,
bore the seal of critical comprehension of the author’s contemporary reality
and the absurdity of the Brezhnev era.

The Alpamys Batyr epic contains many solemn moments: a ride for a
bride, a contest with grooms and the marriage of heroes. Sidorkin chooses
the most tragic moments. The graphic pages showing Batyr’s loved ones are
deliberately dedicated to the theme of fear and horror before the coming
chaos and catastrophe (fig. 11).

Fig. 11. E. Sidorkin illustration from the book A/pamys Batyr (1981)

The tragicism of the situations elevates the role of the protagonist,
because in the context of mythological thinking, “the actions of the epic hero
are determined by their connection to the fate of the entire universe, clan, or
tribe.””

Tragic motifs of losing home and loved ones, of pain and fear, which
Sidorkin was first to unfold before the reader in the illustration of the Kazakh
folklore, were perfectly understandable for the audience and served as a kind

%5 Urmanche 2015, p. 294.
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of markers of painful experience and frustration at the abrupt destruction of
the foundations of the nomadic way of life and of national traditions and
values, the “destructive effects on the body social” that occurs with the
collision of social values with an “alien” and hostile environment, which
researchers define as a cultural trauma.”

The animal style became an important social construct: through an
appeal to the material evidence of the Saka epoch, the restoration of history
and its description and use were achieved — that is, the return of the national
past into the actual field of communication and the insistent declaration of
respect for it.

The understanding of the past as a tremendous resource for national
identity and the greatness of this resource questioned the entire Soviet
narrative of underdeveloped nomadic tribes which had only stepped onto the
road of progress under Soviet rule.

The works of Sidorkin are extremely demanded in the modern graphic
art of Kazakhstan of the last decade. On the one hand, the interest in the
works of this author is due to the actualisation of the heritage of the great
steppe. The art of animal style today has become part of the political
discourse of Kazakhstan and the state rhetoric of greatness, significance and
independence. However, for the young masters, the “appropriation” of the
national history of the nations belonging to the Indo-European group of
languages is not a political gesture, a “redundancy” of the Turkic history, but
a natural background for their own quest, a source of powerful traditions, the
continuity with which is realised through the Kazakh folk art preserving the
ornaments of the Scythian-Saka culture.

In the creative work of the young graphic artist Shalkar Turganbai, Saka
art becomes an appeal to the ornamental principle. Turganbat’s style, which
involves pure form, geometricism and ornamentation, displaces concrete and
historical principles and everyday specificity. The formal structure of his
works reflects a dialogue with the animal style, whose masters, while
preserving amazing accuracy in depicting animals, achieved expressiveness
through unexpected changes to or twisting of body parts. They strove for one
point of view: the transformation of mass into a plane. Turgunbai also strives
for a single facade in order to achieve an integral impression from the diverse
play of lines. Depicting real body parts, spine, claws, teeth, he transforms
them into an ornament that can be repeated to infinity (see page Ashina trom
the Heroic series, fig. 12).

26 Sztompka 2000, p. 452.
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N

Fig. 12. S. Turgunbai page Ashina from the Heroic series (N. Smagulov’s collection,
Almaty, 2019)

Working in computer graphics, Turganbai modernises the epic,
bringing it closer to the young viewer. Appealing to geometric forms based
on modernist abstraction, turning them into whimsical ornamental
compositions, he achieves a combination of the archaic and technicalism,
showing the past as interesting, spectacular material for creative design finds.

Fig. 13. S. Turgunbai page Defenders from the Heroic series (N. Smagulov’s
collection, Almaty, 2019)

Thus, today, in the stylistics of graphic artists, the grotesque gives way
to ornament, and innovation to tradition. To use the terminology of J.
Assman, young illustrators actualise the “cold” cultural memory, which
performs a conservative function, preserving dates, events and names to
support the existing order in the society (fig. 13) and does not focus on
dynamics, development, the understanding of today and the search for
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further strategies, in contrast to the “hot” cultural memory transmitted by
Sidorkin.”’

Another form of representation of the past is the nostalgic visual
narrative presented in the works of 1. Isabaev. In 1981, after many years of
preliminary work on the sketches, his illustrated book Koblandy Batyr was
published and immediately found great popularity among readers and was
nominated for a number of awards for book art. The Koblandy Batyr epic itself
is filled with events and heroic pathetics. The tale opens with the traditional
story of the birth of Koblandy — the future defender of his people: in his late
years, the eminent Kipchak Tokhtarbay has a son Koblandy and a daughter
Karlygash; Koblandy becomes invincible at the age of thirteen; he is helped
in his fight against enemies by the wisdom of his wife Kortka, who raises a
fantastic horse Taiburyl for the hero; together with his favourite horse,
Koblandy performs his exploits to protect his native land.

However, Isabaev primarily focuses on a consistent reflection of
everyday life in the Kazakh aul as the fundamental basis of existence, seeking
to convey the eternal, universal meaning of daily chores and rituals in the
illustrations to the epic.

Unlike Sidorkin, who arrived in Kazakhstan already as a mature artist
and was only familiar with Kazakh epics through Russian translations,
Isabaev was intimately acquainted with the material he was illustrating.
Judging by his memoirs, he was reading different versions of the epic daily,
could recite entire fragments of Koblandy Batyr, and tried to decipher some
unclear places in the description of everyday life and battles.” Basing his work
on his own contemporary traditional way of life of a Kazakh family, on the
objects that surrounded him, and on his recollections of his own childhood
and of holidays and initiation rites which he himself experienced, the
illustrator recreates the past by completely immersing the viewer into that
wortld, showing us what a yurt looked like, what gifts were given to a pregnant
woman after giving birth, who participated in wedding processions and how
a poet-knight who visited the village was usually greeted. This visionary
immersion into the past, the intense visualisation, reflects an experience that
F. R. Ankersmit in his philosophy of history characterises as nostalgic:
“Nostalgia and the nostalgic remembrance of the past give us the most
intense and the most authentic experience of the past.”” It is precisely
nostalgic experience that “respects the distance or difference that is necessary
for the possibility of historical experience.””

27 Assman 2004, p. 74.

28 Isabaev 1970-2000, p. 56—61.
2 Ankersmit 1994, p. 197.

30 Ibid., p. 200.
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The distance and the breaking with the past experienced by the artist
give rise to a special optic, a spatial shift. Isabaev’s compositions are close to
the Japanese solution of space “fukinuki yatai” (blown off roof). In them,
Isabaev erases the boundary, the barrier between the internal view and the
surrounding Kazakh steppe. The world beyond the threshold is speculated
by the viewer to be a huge continuum, to which a small orderly island of
home opens. Through constant pedalling of the state of transitivity and the
threshold metaphor, Isabayev transforms the customary description of the
epic. This is especially noticeable in the illustrations dedicated to the arrival
of a noble akyn to the aul and the ritual blessing of a newly born future batyr,
or in the images of a matured hero leaving his home for the frontiers of war.
In the scenes of feasting or the birth of a long-awaited first-born, the
illustrator, referring to different points of view, focuses directly on the event,
while also necessarily showing what happens away from the centre, at the
threshold of the yurt. The master persistently emphasises this threshold
metaphor in order to transform the canonical epic, stressing the unstable
atmosphere and the unpredictability of further events. He consciously depicts
the transitional situation that the participants of the action he depicts must
endure. Researchers of heroic epics note that the main character “must save
the land and the people living there from imminent destruction [and] it is this
danger that is associated with the departure of the hero from his home, from
the world in which he lives to the world of people in need of his help.””' The
threshold loci designated by M. M. Bakhtin — thresholds, doors, stairs — are
also often used in Isabaev’s illustrations.

Fig. 14. 1. Isabaev Zhyran (A. Tulenova’s collection, Almaty, 19806)

31 Urmanche 2015, p. 294.
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The epic scenes are shown as a collective action, the interaction of the
group, unified in rhythm. In the etchings Birth of Batyr, Zhyran and Toi (series
Based on the Kazgakh epic), Isabaev comes close to monumental painting,
creating multifigure engravings, demonstrating different folk types and the
magnificence and solemnity of the ritual action. All the characters are full of
extraordinary dignity and united in a single composition through the motif of
a solemn slow procession (fig. 14).

The rhythm of the gradual unravelling of events, the slowness of action,
became an important technique in the illustrations. The slowness elevates
ordinariness, brings it to the sacred plane, the realm of sacred rituals, and
strengthens the contemplative nature of Isabaev’s works.

Isabaev was working on the Koblandy seties at the time when nomadic
or Islamic rites were banned and had almost disappeared from everyday life
for urban Kazakhs because they could be denounced as anti-Soviet or tied to
everyday superstitions. The artist, focusing on folk customs, sought to return
the rejected past in the context of the creation of new rites and a new Soviet
identity. As J. Assman notes, “cultural memory is nurtured by tradition and
communication, but is not exhausted by them — [...] it is the invasions to the
forgotten, the revival of tradition, the return of the displaced.””

Using the typology of S. Boym, we can label Isabaev’s quest as
restorative nostalgia, which “stresses #nosfos [home| and attempts a
transhistorical reconstruction of the lost home.””” He managed to embody a
special sense of history in the graphics, finding through the world of Kazakh
items, poses and gestures surrounding him today a thyme to the events of
centuries ago.

The modern successor of Isabaev in the description of ritual folklore is
E. Ospanuly. In the interview held for the purpose of the present study, the
graphic artist stresses that he is always picky about details, and his preparatory
work on the books is dominated by research, the collection of materials and
communication with bearers of the tradition. After all, sometimes the story
of the aul’s grandmother leads to the discovery of a completely unknown
ritual.

Faced with the fact that very little information about calendar rituals
has been preserved and some specific traditions characteristic of his native
southern Kazakhstan have not been trecorded, the artist undertook the
mission of collecting and popularising extensive ethnographic materials. As a
result, he wrote and illustrated two books for mass readers,” which give

32 Assman 2004, p. 23.
3 Boym 2001, p. 15.
3 Ospanuly 2009; Ospanuly 2015.
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detailed descriptions of wedding ceremonies, rituals related to pregnancy and
childbirth, traditional festive culture and folk games.

Ospanuly chooses the format of tondo, a circle, to depict the scenes.
He composes the bodies of rushing horses in the game “Kyz Kuu” (a boy
must catch up with a rider who has rushed forward) or the figures of two
elder brides preparing a young girl for a wedding in a circular space with a
clearly outlined border, freely changing the position, the curves of figures and
their perspective contraction. The artist thus achieves maximum formal
expressiveness and, at the same time, resurrects the mythological notion of
the steppe as a circle with a man in its centre, giving a sense of harmony
between man and nature (fig. 15).

Fig. 15. Illustration from the book of E. Ospanuly, Kazakbskiye narodnyye obychai
(2015)

Among the masters of contemporary Kazakh painting, the most
successful line of nostalgia is continued by Kazbek Azhibekuly, who in his
series of the paintings Aizharyk (1998), Tiginshiler (1998), Kazak eli (1999),
Kyalindyk (2004) and Toz (2011) expressively conveys a vision of the past
world.

Figures in national costumes are never portrayed in a moment of
movement, in a rapid rush. The artist places the characters in desolate
interiors and landscapes, only hinting at the place of action, and floods it with
streams of soft golden light, alternating bright consonances of pure colours
with numerous reflexes. The simple compositions of the paintings are
transformed by virtue of this complex manner of painting into an idyllic
Kazakh world where peace and tranquillity reign (fig. 16).
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Fig. 16. K. Azhibekuly, Aizharyk (National Museum of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, Almaty, 1998)

The fascination with the beauty of the Kazakh cosmos of things, the
portrayal of objects as rarities made with amazing skill, preserving the
traditions of the craft, are not related to ethnography but demonstrate the
ideal state embodied in everyday life. The artist attentively studies various
variants of the headdresses of a bride, called saukele, and puts them on the
heroines of his canvases in various scenes. He is interested in the fabrics, their
ability to fall in heavy folds, to cast a satin sheen or to shimmer softly on
velvet surfaces (fig. 17).

Fig. 17. K. Azhibekuly, Tiginshiler National Museum of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, Almaty, 1998)
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No one works with detail and plays with it as Azhibekuly does. It is this
accentuated beauty, the “museum-like,” “costumed” nature of K.
Azhibekuly’s canvases, that makes them close to the frames of “heritage film”
or “nostalgic screen fictions.” The first term was coined by Andrew Higson
and refers to the range of costume dramas of the 1980s and 1990s.” Tana
Wollen categorises such films as “nostalgic screen fictions.”

This cinematic genre is characterised by attention to the aesthetics of
heritage, the embodiment of a certain ideal past and meticulous attention to
the details of the depicted time: costumes, magnificent landscapes, interiors,
architectural sights with the indispensable emphasis on nostalgia for the lost
past. For the directors of “heritage cinema,” the formal perfection of the
visual range is important: “one of the main stylistic characteristics of this
European image is ‘beauty’ — both as an intentional ‘beauty’ of the type of
images and as the classical cotrectness of objects falling into the frame.””’
The films, above all, praise the European house, the bearer of the memory of
several generations. In the paintings of Kazakhstan, an analogy of this film
nostalgia is the landscapes of old Almaty, aul scenes and the interiors of yurts.
In Soviet art, these scenes are usually woven into the pictures of the everyday
life of shepherds and agitators. In the works of K. Azhibekuly, they depart
from any connection with everyday life, becoming a manifestation of the
“great beauty” of the Kazakh way of life (fig. 18).

Fig. 18. K. Azhibekuly, Kazak e/i (National Museum of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, Almaty, 1999)

% Higson 2003.
36 Wollen 1991, 178.
37 Samutina 2003, p. 17.
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The ideal here becomes not the matters of labour but the very values
and customs that stand behind these things. That is why Azhibekuly’s
paintings aim to emotionally captivate the viewer, focusing on the historical
plot not being simply read and interpreted by those coming to the exhibition
but fascinating, confusing and subduing their consciousness, forcing them to
plunge into the depths of history.

As emphasised by A. Higson,

The modern, temporal version of nostalgia is founded on the unattainable

distance between the past and the present; the post-modern, atemporal

version erases this sense of distance. Central to the modern concept of
nostalgia is the experience of wistfulness, hopeless longing for something lost
and irrecoverable. But for post-modern nostalgics, the irrecoverable is now
attainable, the difference between past and present flattened out.?
Nostalgia becomes Azhibekuly’s way of representing symbolic values and
cultural values; he shows the inseparable unity of current ideas with the long
history of the Kazakh people, making the past, the old days, close,
understandable and, most importantly, exciting for modern viewers.

For T. Wallen, the most important question in understanding
representations of the past is how “nostalgic screen fictions” shape collective
memory, unfolding specific stories on the screen and, at the same time,
engaging in a broader process of the reconstruction of national identity.”

When Azhibekuly depicts the rites of the Kazakh people passed down
from generation to generation in his nostalgic paintings, they cease to be
merely descriptions of ritual practices and become archetypes, national codes,
reference points, based on which the identification strategies of modern
Kazakhstan are constructed.

Conclusions

Drawing a summary, note that the appeal to folklore motifs by E. Sidorkin
and I. Isabaev is a conscious act of preserving pages of Kazakh history wiped
out by the Soviet regime.

E. Sidorkin’s representation of the past is associated with the
deconstruction of the epic genre, its transformation into a genre of “visual
history” based on the telescoping of time, the depiction of medieval legends
as taking place in archaic time, which is reinforced by reliance on animal-style
art, and at the same time the modernisation of the past, using intensified
emotional interpretation, expression, and the grotesque to reveal the current
problems of the end of the Soviet era.

3 Higson 2014, p. 120.
¥ Wollen 1991, p. 184.
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The study of the works continuing the tradition of E. Sidorkin shows
that the representation of the past in modern graphic art reflects a general
socio-cultural context in which animal-style art is included in political
discourse and has become mandatory for artistic interpretation. The “hot”
cultural memory in the works of E. Sidorkin as an “exciting option,” an
incentive for large-scale social change and dynamic development, is replaced
in the work of contemporary graphic artists by a “cold” cultural memory, a
“soothing option” that presents the past as the basis of the legitimacy of the
present order of things.

In appealing to nostalgia in his description of the past, I. Isabaev
recreates the archetypal image of the home and the rituals of the Kazakh aul,
and also seeks to make the process of reading the book and looking at the
llustrations into a shared nostalgic experience, giving a sense of direct
connection with what was lost, allowing to overcome the trauma of a break
with the past.

Keen attention to the Kazakh history and the search for a special
artistic language to represent the past makes the modern masters of graphics
and painting turn to the nostalgic refraction of the cultural heritage of the
nation, visualising ritual practices, ethnographic features of living, symbols
and value orientations of the Kazakh steppe. Thus, the nostalgic narrative
continues to dominate among the visual narratives of contemporary art.
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