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Lektor is a solo-exhibition and new 
commission by art collective Slavs and 
Tatars. Focussing on the ‘area east of the 
former Berlin Wall and west of the Great 
Wall of China’, the artistic and discursive 
work of Slavs and Tatars considers 
transcultural as well as transdisciplinary 
questions of history, politics, religion and 
language. Their multi-disciplinary practice 
encompasses research, installation, 
lecture-performances and print media. 

Lektor takes as its starting points 
language and its conditions of translation, 
enactment and resonance, and a form 
of medieval advice literature known as 
Mirrors for Princes. These texts, shared 
by Christian and Muslim lands, aimed 
at elevating statecraft to the same level 
as faith and religion. Intended for future 
rulers, they brought together advice 
pertaining to good leadership on all 
manner of subjects including grooming, 
speech, education and belief. The artists 
locate contemporary parallels to these 
texts in relation to political spin doctoring 
and society’s interest in self-help books, 
such as How to Marry a Millionaire and 
How to Lose a 15 kgs in 15 Days. 

The exhibition is centred on a multi-
channel audio installation, featuring 
excerpts from an influential 11th century 
Turkic Mirror for Princes, Kutadgu Bilig 
(Wisdom of Royal Glory) that offers 
advice on the power and pitfalls of the 
tongue. The original Uighur text has been 
translated into five languages, each one  
a vernacular language of the host  

gallery taking part in the co-commission. 
At Collective, Slavs and Tatars have 
worked with writer and poet Aonghas 
MacNeacail to translate and record a 
version of Kutadgu Bilig into Scottish 
Gaelic. This translation is played 
simultaneously in the gallery alongside 
Uighur, Turkish, German, Polish, and 
Arabic voices. Using a ‘Gavrilov technique’ 
– a form of voice-over dubbing popular 
in Russia and Poland, whereby a voice, 
typically male and slow paced, trails the 
original dialogue – the work creates a 
disruptive experience, touching on  
issues of legibility and authenticity. 

Slavs and Tatars has exhibited in major 
institutions across the Middle East, 
Europe and North America, including 
Tate Modern, Centre Pompidou and 10th 
Sharjah, 8th Berlin and 9th Gwangju 
Biennales. Recent solo-exhibitions include 
Mirrors for Princes, NYU Abu Dhabi, 2015; 
Concentrations: 57, Dallas Museum of 
Art; The Naughty Nasals, Arsenal Gallery, 
Bialystok; Lektor, GfZK, Leipzig, 2014. 



Anthony Downey 

‘When a man speaks knowledgeably, his words are 
counted as wisdom, while the words of the ignorant 
devour his own head.’
Yus f Khss H jib, Kutadgu Bilig, ca. 1069-70 AD.

‘The tongue is the best masseur
of furrowed brows.’
Anwar-i-Suhaili (Lights of Canopus), early 16th century.

‘I went to a bookstore and asked the saleswoman,
“Where’s the self-help section?” She said if she
told me, it would defeat the purpose.’
George Carlin. 

Anyone who has frequented a bookshop 
or passed through an airport in the 
last decade will find the self-help book 
a ubiquitous sight. Founded by the 
aptly named Samuel Smiles, the genre 
invariably employs the tools of popular 
psychology, while promising fast-track 
solutions to everyday issues, be they 
romantic, economic, personal, sexual or 
psychological. Published in 1859, Smiles’ 
Self-Help was concerned with elevating 
individuals from poverty and ignorance 
to relative positions of wealth and social 
eminence. This elevation, in true Victorian 
fashion, could be acquired through hard 
work and rigorous self-discipline, but 
the ultimate key was self-education. 
Knowledge, Smiles proposed, is of itself 
the highest enjoyment, better than fortune 
and superior to the manifold forms of 
sensual enjoyment that seemed destined 
to distract and lead otherwise virtuous 
men astray.

Smiles’ volume was often considered to 
be a modern forerunner of the self-help 
books we encounter today; however, 
the genre’s antecedents can be found 
in antiquity. In the third century BC, the 
propositional logic of the Stoics offered 
an ethos of living that promoted wisdom, 
courage, justice and temperance as the 
virtues of eudaimonia: the conditions, 
that is, for individual well-being and the 
communal welfare necessary to ensure 
‘human flourishing’. During the same 

period, the Artha stra, a book written in 
Sanskrit and traditionally attributed to  
C nakya (ca. 350–283 BCE), proposed 
that the guiding principles of the state 
and the common good of the people 
are one and the same. The Artha stra, 
notably for its time, discussed the duties 
and obligations of rulers to maintain 
the welfare that binds a society into a 
collective whole that nurtures, rather  
than subjugates, its people.

This emphasis on statecraft and 
concomitant wisdom found its apogee in 
the mirrors for princes genre in the early 
Middle Ages and Renaissance. Concerned 
with good governance in an age of faith, 
mirrors for princes were written to groom 
rulers so that their spiritual obligations 
and right to rule would be fulfilled. With 
counterparts in Latin (specula principum) 
and German (Fürstenspiegel) traditions, 
the most commonly known example 
of this genre is Niccolò Machiavelli’s 
political treatise, The Prince. Published 
five years after his death in 1532, The 
Prince was riveted together with a strain 
of steely political realism that predates 
the calculated pragmatism of modern 
political philosophies. Today, somewhat 
prescriptively, Machiavelli’s advice is often 
boiled down to the suggestion that the 
end – the maintenance and application 
of power – justifies the means, no matter 
how pitiless the latter turns out to be in 
reality.  This dictum nevertheless tends to 
overlook the book’s underlying principles: 
that truth is ultimately more important 
than any abstract ideal, and anyone intent 
on absolute and effective rule would be 
well served to consider the day-to-day 
reality of maintaining virtue and prudence.
 
Writing in the eleventh century for the 
then prince of Kashgar (a prominent 
trading city on the Silk Road between 
China, the Middle East and Europe),  
Yus f Kh ss H jib promoted a different, 



more egalitarian form of instruction. The 
Kutadgu Bilig, or ‘Wisdom of Royal Glory’, 
is heard in Lektor in Scottish Gaelic, 
Turkish, German, Polish, Arabic and 
Uighur, the latter a Turkic language spoken 
primarily by the people of the Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region of Western 
China. The Persian and Arabic languages 
also influenced Uighur, with more recent 
linguistic pollination coming from Russian 
and Mandarin Chinese, making it a 
multilingual medium of communication 
among people from different faiths and 
backgrounds. The origins of the Kutadgu 
Bilig draw on three extant manuscripts 
found in, respectively, Herat (Afghanistan) 
in 1439, a Mamluk library in Cairo in 1897, 
and Namangan, a city in Uzbekistan, in 
1943. The most remarkable thing about 
this book, apart from its ontology, is 
the fact that the advice it offers – on 
matters of justice, fortune, wisdom and 
contentment – is intended for all citizens 
and not just for rulers or kings. Although 
written for a prince, the Kutadgu Bilig 
does not contain any specific historical 
names. Rather, its characters are intended 
to encapsulate an everyman of sorts, an 
individual in search of knowledge on that 
most pressing of questions: How do we 
attain contentment through wisdom and 
self-knowledge?

Largely concerned with the elevation of 
statecraft to both the secular realm of 
men and the divine sphere of faith and 
religion, an ambition that renders it both 
an example of the mirrors for princes 
genre and yet something more, the 
eloquence of the poetic Kutadgu Bilig – 
written in rhyming couplets (masnavi) – 
today stands in stark contrast to the self-
help genres that populate our bookstores. 
Moreover, the advice it once offered to 
sovereigns has metastasized, in our time, 
into party political point scoring and spin. 
We are currently confronted with a surfeit 
of combative political commentators and 

summary commentary on our erstwhile 
and current rulers, leaving us increasingly 
bereft of intelligent, insightful and honest 
discourse on the importance of wisdom, 
not to mention the role of faith or the 
immaterial, in modern-day life  
and governance.

In Slavs and Tatars’ exploration of the 
modern-day notions of self-help, wisdom, 
advice and good counsel, against the 
backdrop of more recondite treatises 
on the subject, the artists reanimate 
the ideals in question and propose, in 
turn, an expanded field of research 
within which to understand the genre of 
mirrors for princes. For audiences who 
encounter these works, the relatively 
esoteric objectives of instructive tomes 
such as the Kutadgu Bilig are given 
over to a permissive linguistic, formal 
and conceptual practice that promotes 
relevance for a modern-day audience. 
 

This essay is an extract from the book 
Mirrors For Princes, first published by  
NYU Abu Dhabi Art Gallery and 
JRP|Ringier, that forms part of the  
cycle of research and production by  
the art collective Slavs and Tatars.

Anthony Downey is an academic, writer 
and editor. Recent and forthcoming 
publications include Art and Politics Now 
(2014), Uncommon Grounds: New Media 
and Critical Practices in North Africa 
and the Middle East (2014). He is the 
director of the master’s programme in 
contemporary art at Sotheby’s Institute 
of Art, London and editor-in-chief of 
Ibraaz (www.ibraaz.org), a research and 
publishing platform for contemporary 
visual culture in the Middle East and  
North Africa. 
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1. Lektor, 6-channel audio installation spoken 
in Uighur, Turkish, German, Polish, Arabic 
and Scottish Gaelic, 35 minute loop, mirrored 
plexiglass speakers, rugs, 2015. 

2. Hung and Tart (acacia), hand blown glass and 
plinth, 2014.  

Mirrors for Princes, publication edited by Anthony 
Downey, 2015. The publication is available to 
purchase for £20 in the gallery and includes an 
interview with Slavs and Tatars and contributions 
by Maya Allison (Curator, NYU Abu Dhabi), Beatrix 
Ruf (Director, Stedelijk Museum), Neguin Yavari 
(The New School for Liberal Arts), Anna Della 
Subin, Lloyd Ridgeon (Islamic Studies, University 
of Glasgow) and David Crowley (Royal College of 
Art), 2015. 

Thanks: Kraupa-Tuskany Zeidler

Lektor is a co-commission with Collective, 
Kunsthalle Zurich, NYU Abu Dhabi, Institute of 
Modern Art, Brisbane, and Blaffer Art Gallery, the 
University of Houston.

Collective is a contemporary visual art 
organisation that delivers an exciting and 
ambitious programme of new exhibitions, 
commissions and projects.
 
Collective was established in 1984 to support 
new and emergent artists and exhibit their work 
in Edinburgh. Now Collective commissions new 
work by artists who are at a pivotal stage in their 
development.

Over the next two years, Collective will be making 
the City Observatory complex its new home, 
opening the whole site to the public for the first 
time, placing contemporary art in the heart  
of Edinburgh.
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