Border Sensibility

Taus Makhacheva is one of the most promising young Russian artists with whom I feel a strong affinity because we share the destiny of postcolonial postsoviet cosmopolitans – the diasporic off-springs of the Caucasus, who are seen as internal others in Russia and often as absolute others in the West. Makhacheva represents a border sensibility impossible to fit into the predictable framework of “ethnic art”. Border identification is marked by a multiple optics and existence in several cultures at once (in her case – global, Western, postsoviet, Russian and Caucasian) instead of gravitating toward an essentialized traditional culture or a complete merging with the standardized contemporary art. Taus chooses a subtler principle of superposition, interaction, multiple identifications, working for the effect of shuffling times and spaces, a simultaneous coexistence of different époques and traditions in a symbiosis of the olden forms and contemporary social institutions, instead of progressivist model moving from tradition to modernity. 

The artist is marked by a sensitivity to the same/other and rejection divisions, to the palpitating transcultural intersections and complex dynamic images of contemporary Dagestan – an autonomous Northern Caucasus republic within the Russian Federation in which several dozen ethnicities and languages have coexisted for centuries. One of the major ethnic groups is Avarians to which Taus also belongs. She highlights that Dagestan does not correspond to the flat media stereotype force-fed to us through the mechanisms of exotization and demonization. Makhacheva’s personal trajectory expresses the newest tendencies in contemporary art which integrates more and more non-western artists who refuse both assimilation and exploitation of their otherness – previously the only possible conditions for inclusion and recognition. 

This uneasy dilemma marked the struggles of Taus Makhacheva’s famous grandfather – Dagestan People’s poet Rassul Gamzatov who even in the darkest years of prescribed socialist realism managed to preserve a fragile balance of local ethnic-cultural and universal human dimension. Critically reflecting upon this legacy, Taus’s works accentuate many issues which could not be openly discussed before. Born in Moscow, educated both in Russia and in London, sharing her time between various European countries, Russia and Dagestan, whose liberatory impulses go far back into history, including the 19th century struggles against Russian imperial dominance under the leadership of another famous Avarian Imam Shamil, she combines a thorough understanding and ironic interpretation of contemporary dominant aesthetic models and trends with a focus on today’s drastic changes in Dagestanian political and cultural environment. Taus transforms her connections with Dagestan into symbolic self-reflective mode far from any stereotypical exploitation. A  gap between Dagestanian culture as such and Taus’s watchful eye  allows her to become a true interactive anthropologist-cum-artist, who partially belongs to and shares the values of the world which she attempts to interpret in her work.

An important leitmotif of Makhacheva’s works is space, increasingly re-winning its positions from the previously dominating time as the main symbol of modernity. In the Caucasus there is a special understanding of space (and particularly the mountain landscape) as sometimes the only available material reservoir of local and global histories and capricious memories surviving in spite of historical cataclysms, wars, and repressions, and allowing to reconstruct and maintain generational and cultural links. This pensive mood informs Makhacheva’s work which is not grounded in an openly political protest, but rather in a cautious critical reflection, questioning, hesitance, and refusal to offer any readymade answers. And this is an important sign of any true art.  
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