
There is not only a heat wave at the 
moment, but also a drought in Europe. 
Every few weeks there is a new virus or 
ecological disaster, and it is becoming 
just a normal situation. 

On the one hand we have a drought 
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite 
overwhelming. There is also a flood 
of disaster news headlines, covering 
everything from the climate to AI and 
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background 
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called 
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped 
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting 
overlaps between my practice and your 
research. My first question is: how did 
you develop your idea of nonhuman 
photography? 

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have 
been looking at each other’s work, 
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an 
opportunity to exchange ideas and see 
points of convergence and divergence 
between us. One of the many reasons 
I was attracted to your work in the first 
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and 
words. I really like how text becomes a 
form of image in your practice. My book 
Nonhuman Photography, which came 
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection 
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as 
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken 
with a human viewer in mind. We are 
also witnessing a displacement of the 
gaze from humans to machines. So 
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that 
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were 
not by the human, including devices 
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras, 
which take photographs without direct 
human intervention; and, last but not 
least, I was thinking about images that 
were not made for the human, such 
as QR codes but also fossils as a form 
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman 
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a 
very long time. The first picture in the 

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from 
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s 
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to 
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a 
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot 
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took 
its own picture. We therefore have this 
nonhuman dimension already at the 
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as 
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in 
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H. 
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis 
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the 
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn 
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and 
symbiosis, and thinking about how all 
living organisms perceive. Perception 
is a key driver of life that functions not 
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception 
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s 
terminology, of carving out space from 
the optical flow. I am trying to expand 
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms 
and thinking of imaging as more than 
just a human practice, and more than 
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually 
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on 
the one hand, fascinating and, on the 
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very 
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea 
of human vision, believing that you can 
reduce vision to pattern recognition and 
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience, 
biology and cognitive psychology are 
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet. 
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”

asianowparis.com

Sign upEnter your email address

0

Reuse this content

Explore the series

READ MORE

What to see around town
during Paris+ par Art Basel

Currently reading:
Central Asia in the spotlight at Asia Now fair

How the Louvre came to co-own a Colombian power plant

What to see around town during Paris+ par Art Basel

Amber, the precious material that creates caskets and sea monsters

Hauser & Wirth’s new gallery boosts Paris’s art-world standing

Design Miami makes its Paris debut, with help from Brexit

Guillaume Houzé of Galleries Lafayette: ‘Artists have been at the heart of our business since the
beginning’

See all 11 stories

Markets data delayed by at least 15 minutes. © THE FINANCIAL TIMES LTD 2023. FT and ‘Financial Times’ are trademarks of The Financial Times Ltd.

The Financial Times and its journalism are subject to a self-regulation regime under the FT Editorial Code of Practice.

Support

View Site Tips

Help Centre

Contact Us

About Us

Accessibility

myFT Tour

Careers

Legal & Privacy

Terms & Conditions

Privacy Policy

Cookie Policy

Manage Cookies

Copyright

Slavery Statement & Policies

Services

Share News Tips Securely

Individual Subscriptions

Professional Subscriptions

Republishing

Executive Job Search

Advertise with the FT

Follow the FT on X

FT Channels

FT Schools

Tools

Portfolio

Today’s Newspaper (FT
Digital Edition)

Alerts Hub

Business School Rankings

Enterprise Tools

News feed

Newsletters

Currency Converter

Community & Events

FT Community

FT Live Events

FT Forums

FT Board Director

Board Director Programme

More from the FT Group

Collecting Add to myFT

Central Asia in the spotlight
at Asia Now fair

Craft, nomadism and spirituality feature prominently in the region’s artistic
practices

Follow the topics in this article

The Art Market Add to myFT

Visual Arts Add to myFT

Collecting Add to myFT

Central Asia Add to myFT

Paris Add to myFT

Untitled (2021) by Gulnur Mukazhanova © Courtesy the artist/Michael Janssen Gallery. Photo: Lepkowski Studios

‘Breast Collection’ (2021) . . .
 . . . and ‘Vinyl Record’ (2023) are both by Madina Joldybek © Courtesy the artist (2)

Save

Paris+ par Art Basel 2023 Show articles

Fe
ed

ba
ck

Subscribe Sign In

HOME WORLD US COMPANIES TECH MARKETS CLIMATE OPINION WORK & CAREERS LIFE & ARTS HTSI

Expert, unbiased reporting from Gaza, Israel and the Middle East.
Try the FT’s comprehensive coverage for just £1

Try for £1

Paris+ par Art Basel 2023 Show articles

‘Altar of The East III’ (2012) by Almagul Menlibayeva © Courtesy Aspan Gallery/Almagul Menlibayeva

Copyright The Financial Times Limited 2023. All rights reserved. Comments

Comments

Naima Morelli OCTOBER 13 2023

Unlock the Editor’s Digest for free

Roula Khalaf, Editor of the FT, selects her favourite stories in this weekly newsletter.

“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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There is not only a heat wave at the 
moment, but also a drought in Europe. 
Every few weeks there is a new virus or 
ecological disaster, and it is becoming 
just a normal situation. 

On the one hand we have a drought 
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite 
overwhelming. There is also a flood 
of disaster news headlines, covering 
everything from the climate to AI and 
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background 
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called 
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped 
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting 
overlaps between my practice and your 
research. My first question is: how did 
you develop your idea of nonhuman 
photography? 

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have 
been looking at each other’s work, 
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an 
opportunity to exchange ideas and see 
points of convergence and divergence 
between us. One of the many reasons 
I was attracted to your work in the first 
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and 
words. I really like how text becomes a 
form of image in your practice. My book 
Nonhuman Photography, which came 
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection 
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as 
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken 
with a human viewer in mind. We are 
also witnessing a displacement of the 
gaze from humans to machines. So 
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that 
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were 
not by the human, including devices 
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras, 
which take photographs without direct 
human intervention; and, last but not 
least, I was thinking about images that 
were not made for the human, such 
as QR codes but also fossils as a form 
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman 
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a 
very long time. The first picture in the 

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from 
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s 
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to 
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a 
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot 
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took 
its own picture. We therefore have this 
nonhuman dimension already at the 
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as 
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in 
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H. 
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis 
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the 
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn 
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and 
symbiosis, and thinking about how all 
living organisms perceive. Perception 
is a key driver of life that functions not 
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception 
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s 
terminology, of carving out space from 
the optical flow. I am trying to expand 
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms 
and thinking of imaging as more than 
just a human practice, and more than 
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually 
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on 
the one hand, fascinating and, on the 
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very 
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea 
of human vision, believing that you can 
reduce vision to pattern recognition and 
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience, 
biology and cognitive psychology are 
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet. 
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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There is not only a heat wave at the 
moment, but also a drought in Europe. 
Every few weeks there is a new virus or 
ecological disaster, and it is becoming 
just a normal situation. 

On the one hand we have a drought 
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite 
overwhelming. There is also a flood 
of disaster news headlines, covering 
everything from the climate to AI and 
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background 
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called 
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped 
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting 
overlaps between my practice and your 
research. My first question is: how did 
you develop your idea of nonhuman 
photography? 

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have 
been looking at each other’s work, 
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an 
opportunity to exchange ideas and see 
points of convergence and divergence 
between us. One of the many reasons 
I was attracted to your work in the first 
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and 
words. I really like how text becomes a 
form of image in your practice. My book 
Nonhuman Photography, which came 
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection 
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as 
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken 
with a human viewer in mind. We are 
also witnessing a displacement of the 
gaze from humans to machines. So 
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that 
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were 
not by the human, including devices 
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras, 
which take photographs without direct 
human intervention; and, last but not 
least, I was thinking about images that 
were not made for the human, such 
as QR codes but also fossils as a form 
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman 
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a 
very long time. The first picture in the 

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from 
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s 
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to 
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a 
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot 
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took 
its own picture. We therefore have this 
nonhuman dimension already at the 
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as 
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in 
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H. 
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis 
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the 
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn 
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and 
symbiosis, and thinking about how all 
living organisms perceive. Perception 
is a key driver of life that functions not 
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception 
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s 
terminology, of carving out space from 
the optical flow. I am trying to expand 
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms 
and thinking of imaging as more than 
just a human practice, and more than 
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually 
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on 
the one hand, fascinating and, on the 
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very 
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea 
of human vision, believing that you can 
reduce vision to pattern recognition and 
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience, 
biology and cognitive psychology are 
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet. 
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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There is not only a heat wave at the 
moment, but also a drought in Europe. 
Every few weeks there is a new virus or 
ecological disaster, and it is becoming 
just a normal situation. 

On the one hand we have a drought 
and on the other hand we are drown-
ing in a flood of data—and it is all quite 
overwhelming. There is also a flood 
of disaster news headlines, covering 
everything from the climate to AI and 
other forms of apocalypse.

This is definitely a good background 
for our conversation. You wrote a chap-
ter about my work in your book called 
AI Art: Machine Visions and Warped 
Dreams. There are a lot of interesting 
overlaps between my practice and your 
research. My first question is: how did 
you develop your idea of nonhuman 
photography? 

Like you, I feel we have been in con-
versation for a very long time. We have 
been looking at each other’s work, 
seeing and sensing the world in simi-
lar ways. It is great that we now have an 
opportunity to exchange ideas and see 
points of convergence and divergence 
between us. One of the many reasons 
I was attracted to your work in the first 
place was because of your very cre-
ative way of working with images and 
words. I really like how text becomes a 
form of image in your practice. My book 
Nonhuman Photography, which came 
out in 2017, was aimed as a reflection 
on what is currently going on with im-
ages. The majority of images today, as 
Trevor Paglen points out, are not taken 
with a human viewer in mind. We are 
also witnessing a displacement of the 
gaze from humans to machines. So 
with this term “nonhuman photogra-
phy” I meant three things: images that 
were not of the human, such as depop-
ulated landscapes; images that were 
not by the human, including devices 
such as CCTV, drone cameras, tele-
scopes, or medical imaging cameras, 
which take photographs without direct 
human intervention; and, last but not 
least, I was thinking about images that 
were not made for the human, such 
as QR codes but also fossils as a form 
of “proto-photography.” In Nonhuman 
Photography I tried to show that pho-
tography has been nonhuman for a 
very long time. The first picture in the 

KATJA NOVITSKOVA history of photography, the view from 
the window from Nicéphore Niépce’s 
house in Burgundy, took eight hours to 
produce. It presents a distinctly non-
human view because there are shad-
ows on either side of the image. In a 
similar vein, William Henry Fox Talbot 
described his country mansion, La-
cock Abbey, as the first house that took 
its own picture. We therefore have this 
nonhuman dimension already at the 
very beginning of photography.

You also have this idea of an image as 
an expanded entity. It is not just a pic-
ture; it is a process of trace-making in 
a mechanical way. Even Benjamin H. 
Bratton mentions that photosynthesis 
is a form of vision because it is a reac-
tion to light. It is a fixation of light in the 
medium.

Absolutely. This also links with Lynn 
Margulis’ work on life, organisms and 
symbiosis, and thinking about how all 
living organisms perceive. Perception 
is a key driver of life that functions not 
just in complex organisms, such as hu-
man and nonhuman ones. Perception 
is also a form of image-taking, of cap-
turing something or, to use Bergson’s 
terminology, of carving out space from 
the optical flow. I am trying to expand 
the notions of image and image-mak-
ing by going back to early organisms 
and thinking of imaging as more than 
just a human practice, and more than 
a set of technical and mechanical ac-
tivities. Image-making can actually 
perhaps be found at the origin of life.

In your draft of a new book, The Percep-
tion Machine, you mention that “per-
ception occurs in the world as much 
as it does in the eye and the brain.” For 
me that means that when light hits pro-
teins in a retina, the electrical signal is 
already an image encoded that goes 
into the brain and then expands into a 
picture.

That is why all these current develop-
ments around machine vision are, on 
the one hand, fascinating and, on the 
other, disappointing. They are mim-
icking human vision while using a very 
simplified, almost two-dimensional idea 
of human vision, believing that you can 
reduce vision to pattern recognition and 
to just seeing edges. Neuroscience, 
biology and cognitive psychology are 
all showing us that we do not fully un-
derstand vision and perception yet. 
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“If you think about it, central Asia really misses all the Venn diagrams,” says
Payam from artist collective Slavs and Tatars. “It’s largely Muslim, but it’s not
the Middle East. It’s largely Russian-speaking, but not by choice. It’s largely in
Asia, but it has never been under Chinese rule, with the exception of Xinjiang
or Uyghur territory. It’s largely Turkish, but was never under the Ottomans.
And that is why it’s so interesting.”

Contemporary art of the region — an enormous landlocked area which Slavs
and Tatars defines as “east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall
of China”, encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the other “stans” — will
be the focus of the ninth edition of the Asia Now fair in Paris (October 20-22),
which Slavs and Tatars are guest curating. While gathering attention at an
institutional level, there is still relatively low market demand for art from the
region, in part thanks to political complexities and a cultural identity that is
difficult to pin down. The fair hopes to start redressing that.

‘What Was My Name’ (2020) bySaodat Ismailova © Courtesy the artist. Photo: Ilyas Ualiyev

In the region, Kazakhstan is a dominant player. Its largest city, Almaty, is home
to a number of galleries, such as Aspan. “For many European curators, art
critics and collectors, an art fair like Asia Now would be their first encounter
with artists from the region,” says Aspan’s co-founder Meruyert Kaliyeva. “As a
gallery situated thousands of miles away from any centre of contemporary art,
it is very important for us to participate in art fairs.”

Danagul Tolepbay, director of Pygmalion Gallery, based in Kazakhstan’s
capital, Astana, is joining Asia Now for the second time. The region’s role in
international politics, energy resources and initiatives such as China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, has piqued global interest in
central Asian artists in recent years, she says.

‘In the room of memory’ (2023) by Dariya Nurtaza © Courtesy the artist/Pygmalion Art Gallery

To Tolepbay the mistaken perception that their art is merely an extension of
Russian art is finally shifting: “Today we are increasingly inclined to view
ourselves as integral members of the Asian region rather than being solely
associated with the post-Soviet world.” Pygmalion exhibits artists across
different generations who have a common artistic signature: “Their works
convey a spirituality that resonates regardless of your faith, and a sense of
connection with history.”

Nomadic culture, still present in the area up until 100 years ago, adds another
layer: “We have a lot to learn today from the nomads’ relationship with nature
in the context of today’s ecologies,” says Payam, who identifies nomadism as a
recurring theme in the work of central Asian artists.

Sara Raza, a central Asian art expert and author of the book Punk Orientalism:
The Art of Rebellion, says that European museums and academic spaces have
great awareness of this part of the world. “For instance, Tate curator Dina
Akhmadeeva has created acquisition strategies that have enabled several
regional artists to enter the collection, including multimedia artist Taus
Makhacheva, who has roots in the north Caucasus.”

However, for the moment the growing interest among museums and collectors
concerns individual artists rather than the scene as a whole. “There aren’t
many museums or collectors creating a ‘central Asian collection’,” says
Kaliyeva.

The central Asian art scene and society, with its contentions and complexities,
its popular culture, its myths and esoteric traditions, have been Slavs and
Tatars’ focus for many years, from both an artistic and a curatorial standpoint.
For Asia Now, the collective will create a chaikhaneh (tea house) and a reading
room, consisting of an Eurasian-style salon with literature on the arts of the
region, hosted in a Kazakh yurt in the courtyard of the Monnaie, Paris’s mint.

Their main project will be a show featuring textile-inspired contemporary
works. “We connected complex traditional and regional techniques, like ikat [a
form of dyeing], with the idea of digital clouds creating virtual worlds,” says
Payam. The 14 artists on show will use fabric as a metaphor for the information
age, with threads evoking the entangling of data as well as the intermingling of
different cultural roots.

Among these artists are Almagul Menlibayeva, who photographs Soviet nuclear
reactors to question human vulnerability and colonisation; Madina Joldybek,
who creates tapestries of women’s breasts to represent social pressure and the
romanticisation of motherhood; Dilyara Kaipova, whose Great Cotton Road
Project uses symbols from the Soviet period to denounce exploitation in the
cotton industry.

Works by Dilyara Kaipova © Image courtesy CHAT. Chris Lusher

“At Asia Now we always strive to challenge a western-centric reading of art,”
says founder Alexandra Fain. “This includes a sharp division between arts and
craft, which is more blurred in central Asia.” In past editions, the fair focused
on ceramics and bamboo, and this idea of breaking the barrier between high
and low art, alongside other important issues in contemporary Asian art such
as decolonisation, diaspora and exoticism, will be explored in a series of expert
talks.

To Payam, art fairs such as Asia Now are instrumental in increasing
momentum for emerging art scenes: “Our art history going forward will be
increasingly written by the market, as much as by the institutions, the scholars
and the curators. That’s why we need to get central Asian artists into
collections,” he says. “Collectors will be the guardians of these works when
none of us will be around.”
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Untitled (2021) by Gulnur Mukazhanova © Courtesy the artist/Michael Janssen Gallery. Photo: Lepkowski Studios

‘Breast Collection’ (2021) . . .
 . . . and ‘Vinyl Record’ (2023) are both by Madina Joldybek © Courtesy the artist (2)
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