
In their books, installations, objects and per forman ce lectures, the 
artists’ group Slavs and Tatars dedicates itself to complex cultural and reli-
gious inter depen dencies, borders, contact zones, imports, exports and the 
overwriting of cultures. Craftsmanship is an important field in which these 
appropriations, super impositions and reformulations take place and can be 
perceived. 

Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz shown at Kunsthaus Graz 
ranges from the Sarmatism1  of the 17th and 18th centuries, the Iranian Rev-
olution, to the collapse of communism in Poland and the ‘Green Movement’ 
in Iran, and also places the relationship between the two in a broader geopo-
litical context. In this cycle of works, Slavs and Tatars’ interest in craftsman-
ship is expressed in the sense of ‘citizen diplomacy’. Because arts and crafts 
are anchored in everyday life, they have a subliminal effect and can become 
inconspicuous bearers of cultural-political under stan d ing and even a criti-
cism of ruling systems. 

The objects shown in the exhibition were created in collaboration 
between Slavs and Tatars and Iranian and Polish craftsmen and women.

SLAVS AND TATARS

 1 Sarmatism, also  
referred to as ‘Polish oriental-
ism’, is a term describing the 
culture of the Polish gentry  
in the 17th and 18th centu-
ries. They traced their lineage 
back to the Sarmatians, a con-
federation of various tribes  
of Iranian horsemen.
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How do you view craft? What role does it play in your work? 
The crafts allow for a confluence of the spiritual and the politi-

cal, which is, in our view, nothing short of the apotheosis of good art. In 
an attempt to embrace both factions, and never ones to shy away from a 
doomed endeavour, we choose to reach across the aisle separating art and 
craft, as if to suck every last ounce of venomous binarism out of the divide. 
If the storyline up until now has been one of crafts’ over-reaching aspiration 
to be included in the rarefied world of the fine arts, perhaps we should try 
something entirely different—to collapse both arts and crafts downwards 
into the everyday, the generous, the intimate. In such a manner, we can turn 
up the volume on the supposedly politically mute craft loud enough to tempt 
the fine arts to join in the dance of shifting down.

Sôetsu Yanagi, a founder of the Mingei movement, distinguishes our 
physical and affective rapport towards arts versus crafts: ‘The special qual-
ity of beauty in crafts is that it is a beauty of intimacy … The beauty of such 
objects is not so much of the noble, the huge, or the lofty as a beauty of the 
warm and familiar … Here one may detect a striking difference between 
the crafts and the arts. People hang their pictures high up on walls, but they 
place objects for everyday use close to them and take them in their hands.’

 
You see craft objects and practices as no less than the materialised currents of his-
tory, political emancipation and ideology. How do those currents manifest themselves?

In some sense, crafts are the reified equivalent of what James Scott 
calls ‘infra-politics’: as opposed to the manifestation, protest banner, etc., 
infrapolitics consist of the rumour, the whisper, the joke which passes under 
the radar of what is often constituted, retroactively, as politics. The crafts have 
this ‘muted’ quality: they distil complex ideas into rather accessible yet often 
abstract delivery. The Friendship of Nations banners, for example, hybridise 
best practices of protest from Poland’s Solidarity movement and Iran’s Green 
Movement. Since their material language harks from craft traditions associ-
ated with Catholicism and Shi’ism, though, these messages are in some ways 
encrypted and not immediately explicit. The fact that they do not convey 
the precious self-importance often bestowed upon the arts helped seal their 
political content from possible censorship, in the UAE, Iran, or elsewhere.

How do you exhume and activate heterogeneity in craftsmanship itself ?
Crafts are often steeped in a complex network of ethnography, ritual, 

tradition and faith, to name but a few. Through a deep hermeneutic dive or 

exegesis of these sources, we try to ‘break’ the hold of conventional, nor-
mative and often conservative understandings of crafts. Our Wheat Mollah, 
for example, locates in wheat, a staple of Slavic harvest festivals, a primary 
source material for liberationist ideologies and revolutions, be it the Russian 
Revolution of 1917 or the Iranian Revolution of 1979.

How do you determine the critical potential of craftsmanship? 
In the understanding of time put forward by crafts: they are slow 

and emphasise a genealogy, a heritage. Unlike the arts, whose history has 
been defined by a series of ruptures—each avant-garde conceived histori-
ographically as a form of patricide or matricide vis-a-vis its predecessor—
the crafts require an inscription into a timeline, an insistence on continuity, 
not disruption.

 When push comes to shove, unlike the arts, crafts tend to opt for rep-
etition over difference: an apprentice calligrapher for example, must spend 
some 10 years copying his or her mentor before daring to allow a flourish of 
their own. In fact, the repetition—be it the mantra of a zikr or the stitch-
ing of a needlework—revolves around a certain genealogical transparency 
so engrossing it veers on transubstantiation; one must not only reveal one’s 
sources but actually become them. A correlating dynamic—between the col-
lective and the individual—in the crafts takes place between mentor and 
apprentice, with the latter emphasising tradition over innovation. Instead 
of profaning originality by peddling it at every moment—from the concep-
tion of the work to its distribution—the radicalism of what constitutes true 
innovation is sacralised, soothed by the retelling and reiteration of a certain 
practice over and over again. That is, the crafts allow for a decoupling of 
innovation from individuality.

You bring various conceptions and practices together: contemporary art, craft, secular-
ism, religion, Euro-American and Eurasian cultures. Why is it so important for you?

In our very name and bio, there is an implied tension, of coinciden-
tia oppositorum, the reconciling of (seeming) opposites. Slavs and Tatars, 
Berlin Wall and Great Wall of China … of binaries which we are of course 
committed to undermining and imploding. This idea informs as much the 
subjects of our work as the methodology, mixing humour and religiosity, 
sexuality and the numinous, or artisanal crafts with industrial production. 
We manage this mixing of opposites, what we call the metaphysical splits, 
by mixing scales and scopes: that is, the more obscure the subject matter, 
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the more imperative it is to find, say, a ‘pop’ means to treat it. The deeper 
and more esoteric the topic, the more idiotic and silly the approach must 
be. It’s a form of mental gymnastics, both for ourselves as artists but also 
for the public.  

Working with artisans, can you say more about your relationship to them?
Our collaborations with artisans, in Poland and Iran, tested the limits 

of a transactional rapport that is often found in the cultural sphere, whether 
between publisher and author, artist and curator, or institution and public, to 
name but a few. The seamstresses of Łowicz and the tailors of Tehran could 
not, would not, and should not simply implement the designs we handed 
to them. Their works exist in a resolutely different economy and context 
from those of traditional exhibition making; the banners are to be used, 
outdoors, come rain or shine, by children and adults alike, in public proces-
sions, year after year. The scale of commissions—in the two months leading 
up to Muharram, each tailor receives and makes roughly 30 to 50 commis-
sions per day—dwarfs even the most ambitious edition number, the small 
change to art’s colossal billings.

In the merging of life and work that results from a profession passed 
down across generations, the heft of tradition makes our Iranian and Pol-
ish tailors, Agha Derakhshan and Anna Staniszewska, authors in their own 
right. Whether through design or by chance, from our very first interac-
tion with Mr. Derakshan he turned the tables on us, and consequently our 
assumptions of production and our understanding of the notion of a com-
mission. Once inside his cramped studio and shop, we had barely men-
tioned Poland when his eyes brightened and he brought up Wałesa as if 
on a prompt. After discussing the project at length with the grey-haired 
reformed leftist over the customary cups of dark brewed tea, we provided 
Derakhshan with the design, outlined the desired materials, and discussed 
other relevant information necessary to create the banners as we had orig-
inally envisioned. The first inklings of a trickster subversion of client-cus-
tomer rapport came via his request to fetch the appropriate colour fabrics 
ourselves at the bazaar, despite its location only a few metres from his atel-
ier; then followed his insistence that we print a real-size template, and this 
continued until we realised, a few weeks later, that we were in fact working 
for him and not vice versa. Akin to Khizr, the legendary initiator into the 
Sufi tariqat, or order, Derakhshan had not done the work for us but rather 
had us do the work for ourselves, under his supervision.1 The mentor-ap-

 1 The Central Asian 
figure of spiritual interces-
sion par excellence is a puzz-
ling personage who some 
claim will be alive until 
the end of time. Known as 
the Green One (or Khidr), 
Khizr is not a prophet, but 
an enigmatic figure with 
mystical knowledge who has 
accompanied all the proph-
ets throughout the ages. 
Some of his more notable 
appearances in the Qu’ran 
show Khizr attempting to 
trip up Moses—a kind of 
mystical trickster. Described 
as ‘a teacher who wants no 
students,’ he nonetheless 
helps each understand his or 
her true self, through direct 
experience, not pedagogy.

prentice rapport, so instrumental in the history of crafts, had been imple-
mented seamlessly, without the slightest attention drawn to it.

Workmanship and industrialised production, how do you look at this relationship?
David Pye, a theorist of design and handicraft and professor at the 

Royal College of Art, sees in craft ‘the workmanship of risk’ (as opposed 
to ‘the workmanship of certainty’ of industrialised production): that is, 
the outcome of the former is less predetermined than the latter. He uses 
the analogy of writing by hand versus modern printing. This refreshingly 
severe euphemism manages to define process, diligence, or the methodical 
away from the sentimentalism often associated with handiwork on the one 
hand and the romanticism of the accidental, inspired artist on the other.   

SLAVS AND TATARS 
is an international art collec-
tive devoted to an area ‘east  
of the former Berlin Wall  
and west of the Great Wall  
of China known as Eurasia.’ 

Their work has been shown 
at the Museum of Modern 
Art, NY; Salt, Istanbul; Vienna 
Secession, Kunsthalle Zürich, 
Albertinum in Dresden and 
Ujazdowski Centre for Con-
temporary Art Warsaw, among 
others. 

The collective’s practice is 
based on three activities: 
exhibitions, publications and 
lecture-performances.
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