
 

 

SLAVS AND TATARS «LEKTOR» 

15 FEBRUARY – 17 AUGUST 2014 

PRESS INFORMATION: FRIDAY, 14 FEBRUARY, 12 PM 

OPENING: FRIDAY, 14 FEBRUARY, 6-9 PM 
 
 
 
For the future public library space of Kunsthalle Zurich the artist group Slavs and Tatars 
invites to the installation and programme «Lektor». The project comprises an audio work of 
the same title, as well as «Mother Tongues and Father Throats», a carpet on a platform for 
visitors to pause, to listen, and to reflect on the notions of language and translation, geog-
raphy and governance, past and presence. In addition to these artworks, a series of events is 
launched, furthering the dialogical framework of the project: three screenings of screwball 
comedy movies, live interpreted to German; an encounter between a scholar of medieval 
political literature and a contemporary political commentator; and a lecture-perfor-mance 
by the artists themselves, followed by a conversation with a translator of theory. Encourag-
ing a constant shift of speakers and listeners «Lektor» welcomes a wide audience to engage 
with its subjects and situations. 

 

 
O goodly Justice! it is better to listen than to speak. 

An experienced sage has remarked that rather than speaking, 
it is important to listen and to understand. 

  
–Yusuf Khass Hajib, Wisdom of Royal Glory, verse 984 

  
 
In the space that is to become its public library, Kunsthalle Zurich is presenting a new version of 
the artist group Slavs and Tatars’ two-channel audio work Lektor, together with the launch of a 
new series of programmes and theory. Where in a near future the written word will make itself 
available to the visitors of exhibitions, this exhibition actualises the written word by way of the 
voice: an Uighur voice reading excerpts from Kutadgu Bilig (Wisdom of Royal Glory), and a voice-
over of an updated German translation. Words from a seemingly distant place and past are chan-
nelled to our here and now, exploring the promise of language(s). Slavs and Tatars, who devote 
their work to "the area east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall of China", write: 
  
"The importance of Kutadgu Bilig is difficult to overstate: it is to Turkic languages what Ferdowsi’s 
Shahnameh is to Persian, Beowulf to English, or Nibelungen to German. By placing Turkic literature 
and ideas of statecraft on an equal footing with their counter-parts in the Arabic and Persian tradi-
tions, Kutadgu Bilig looked to the east with as much vigor and conviction as Atatürk looked to the 
west some eight hundred years later with his secularizing language reforms, among them Romani-
zation of the Turkish alphabet." 
  
Language is fundamentally dependent upon translation, from the written word to its sounding in 
space and vice versa, or in the transfer from one geographical space to another. These facts bridge 
the centuries as well as latitudes engaged by the piece; Lektor outlines the mechanisms of power 
at work in the translation inherent to language. At the same time this cycle of investigation by 
Slavs and Tatars into the different practices and techniques of translation looks for the cracks that 
moments of imagination may cause. The Gavrilov technique for example, that is often used in East-
ern Europe for live single-voice-over-translations in cinematic screenings while elsewhere for news 
reports mainly, leaves a gap between the original and local language, so that the actors’ audible 
performance is to be merged with one’s apprehension of the spoken content in a trans-cultural 
process of perception and interpretation. A US-American, a Polish, and a former-Soviet screwball 
comedy movie, screened and live interpreted in German at Kunsthalle Zurich (see titles and dates 
below) will displace and demonstrate this experience of the real "lector". 
  



 

 

The power at stake in language and listening, translation and transformation, recitation and recon-
ciliation is particularly striking in Wisdom of Royal Glory, an 11th century example of a genre of 
political commentary called "mirrors for princes". A dialogue of a Sufi dervish and a vizier to the 
king, the epic poem contemplates the role of the spiritual life in relation to the state. Or in the 
words of Slavs and Tatars: 
  
"Also known as advice literature, “mirrors for princes“ were guides for future rulers, a genre 
shared by Christian and Muslim lands, during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (Machiavelli’s 
The Prince is the most widely known example). At a time when the overwhelming majority of 
scholarship was devoted to religious affairs (jurisprudence, theology, etc.), these texts carved out a 
space for statecraft. Today, we suffer from the very opposite: a secular rage to know it all. There’s 
no shortage of political commentators around but a notable lack of intelligent, eloquent discourse 
on the role of faith, the immaterial, or what Rudolf Otto would call “the holy other,” in public life." 
  
The Kunsthalle Zurich’s programme Reality Check, a series of encounters between non-art experts 
within the specific space and subject of an exhibition, will give insight into historical research on 
medieval political literature and discuss it in relation with contemporary challenges of faith, eti-
quette, and ethics in public policy from the perspective of political commentary and journalism. 
 
The presence of Slavs and Tatars will particularly shape our listening and understanding here: 
"Guests are invited to sit on Mother Tongues & Father Throats, a carpet which pictures a diagram 
of letters of the Arabic alphabet and the corresponding parts of the mouth used to pronounce them. 
A nod to the Uighur language’s guttural gravitas, Mother Tongues & Father Throats turns to the 
throat as a source of mystical language—often eclipsed by the tongue’s profane, everyday speech." 
  
The final word will be given to Slavs and Tatars for a lecture-performance titled The Transliterative 
Tease (see date and time below), further exploring cinematographic language practices, namely 
transliterature (the conversion of scripts) as "a strategy equally of resistance and research in no-
tions of identity politics, colonialism, and liturgical reform". The artist will be joined by Stefan 
Nowotny, a theorist of translation and translator of theory, for a round of Questions & Answers – a 
dialogic format that stands as a title for this new series of conversations with artists and producers. 
  
In its quest for overarching and understanding, this exhibition and programme invites a constant 
shift of speakers and listeners. It cordially invites you. 
 
Slavs and Tatars is a faction of polemics and intimacies devoted to an area east of the former Berlin 
Wall and west of the Great Wall of China known as Eurasia. The collective’s work spans several 
media, disciplines, and a broad spectrum of cultural registers (high and low) focusing on an oft-
forgotten sphere of influence between Slavs, Caucasians and Central Asians. Their solo engage-
ments include GfZK, Leipzig (2014), Dallas Museum of Art (2014), Künstlerhaus Stuttgart (2013), 
Secession, Vienna (2012), and MoMA, NY (2012). Their work has been exhibited in group shows at 
the 9th Gwangju, 3rd Thessaloniki, 8th Mercosul, the 10th Sharjah Biennials, Centre Pompidou, and 
Tate Modern. Slavs and Tatars has published Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz (Book 
Works, 2013), Khhhhhhh (Mousse/Moravia Gallery, 2012), Not Moscow Not Mecca (Revolv-
er/Secession, 2012), Love Me, Love Me Not: Changed Names (onestar press, 2010), a translation of 
the legendary Azeri satire Molla Nasreddin: the magazine that would’ve, could’ve, should’ve (JRP-
Ringier, 2011), and Kidnapping Mountains (Book Works, 2009). 
 
 
 
Press Information 
Friday, 14.2., 12 noon 
 
Further information and press images are available on request by telephone  
+41 (0)44 272 15 15 or email presse@kunsthallezurich.ch. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
Kunsthalle Zürich is regularly supported by: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Bloomberg L.P.



 

 

Events & Information 
 
MAKING OF - THEORY & PROGRAMMES AT KUNSTHALLE ZURICH 
How does an idea transform into an art object and an exhibition ultimately? And what is the rela-
tionship of these art works and exhibitions to their surrounding contemporaneity and to art history? 
These questions constantly pose themselves anew to different generations and different groups of 
visitors, collaborators, thinkers and artists. By fostering this dialogue, the new series of theory and 
programmes titled Making of, hopes to create entryways into the works of art shown at Kunsthalle, 
as well as loopholes from there into broader questions of making and being made. 
 
Film Screening / Performance 
To Be or Not To Be, Director: Ernst Lubitsch, USA, 1942, 99 min 
With Live-Interpreter (Swiss-German) 
THURSDAY, 6 MARCH, 6 PM 
"How would Lubitsch do it?" says a sign outside Billy Wilder’s office. Dealing with Nazi-occupied 
Warsaw, the legendary German-American actor, screenwriter, producer and film director did it with 
a debatable mix of parody and politics, troupes and troops, Shakespeare and sham in this celebrat-
ed classic.  
 
Reality Check – Encounters and Talks 
Faith, Etiquette, and Ethics in Public Policy, Then and Now (German) 
THURSDAY, 10 APRIL, 6.30 PM 
In this series non-art experts meet to further the key issues of an exhibition. For Lektor, this even-
ing will give insight into the historical research on medieval political literature and discuss it in 
relation with the challenges of writing, reading, speaking and listening in contemporary political 
commentary and journalism. 
 
Film Screening / Performance 
Mimino, Director: Georgiy Daniela, RU, 1977, 91 min 
With Live-Interpreter (German) 
FRIDAY, 9 MAY, 7.30 PM 
A Georgian bush pilot pursues his dream of flying large international aircrafts in Moscow where he 
first gets lost with an Armenian truck driver and later feels lost while roaming the world in jet lin-
ers. Unable to shoot in America as planned, Daniela relocated the production of one of his most 
popular "sad comedies" to Berlin’s Tegel Airport, where the crew had to daily cross borders from 
their East Berlin base. 
 
Q&A – Artist Talks, Questions, and Answers 
The Transliterative Tease 
Lecture-Performance by Slavs and Tatars, followed by a conversation with Stefan Nowotny, transla-
tor of theory (English) 
THURSDAY, 12 JUNE, 6.30 PM  
Through the lens of phonetic, semantic, and theological slippage, this lecture, performed by the 
artist group, explores the potential for transliterature - the conversion of scripts - as a strategy 
equally of resistance and research in notions of identity politics, colonialism, and liturgical reform. 
 
Film Screening / Performance 
Seksmisja, Director: Juliusz Machulski, PL, 1984, 120 min 
With Live-Interpreter (German) 
THURSDAY, 14 AUGUST, 6 PM 
What is the relationship between totalitarianism and sex? This is the question of this satire sci-
ence-fiction action movie. Set in an oppressive feminist society of post-nuclear 2044, two time-
travelling protagonists strive for male liberation when threatened with sex-change. Partly censored 
upon release, this film parallels more than its happy ending, more or less obviously. 
 
Please consult the latest information on our website www.kunsthallezurich.ch.  
 
Opening hours 
TUE/WED/FRI: 11 AM – 6 PM, THURS: 11 AM – 8 PM, SAT/SUN: 10 AM – 5 PM, MON CLOSED 
PUBLIC HOLIDAYS: 18.4. / 20.4. / 21.4. / 1.5. / 29.5. / 9.6. / 1.8.: 10 AM – 5 PM 
CLOSED DUE TO RECONSTRUCTION: 12 – 23 MAY 2014 


