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SHORTSTORIES

associations to the sombre architecture of the French revolution, to a post-
modern version of St. Peter’'s Square, to the Olympic festivities without the
people, to Rotterdam’s Lijnbaan prior to renovation, and to Nicolai Ceaugescu’s
palatial colossi.

It is difficult to describe the scenario without either ending up simply making

a critique of power or getting involved in drawing a Eurocentric caricature
from afar. Nazarbayev's pompous gesticulations of power provoke a sarcastic
response as an almost knee-jerk counter-reaction from the western press.
Almost without exception all uncensored English-language articles about
Nazarbayev’s Astana fall into the unavoidable normative trap. Part of the
problem is that no categories, so to speak, apply for all the new buildings in
the city. With some very few exceptions the majority are total kitsch—brand-
new and completely tattered.

Nazarbayev's project for the creation of a national identity compromises the
criteria and values that underlie the modern architectural tradition of breaking
away with the past.

One way of addressing the dilemma of ‘our’ cultural bias is to undertake a
guantitative approach, as has been done, for example, in the many muddle-
headed reports from Dubai, where time and again architecture and planning
are presented as though their sole purpose was to compete for a place in

the ‘Guinness Book of Records’.

The non-committal viewpoint of the tourist as consumer of experience is ano-
ther perfectly acceptable way-out that a number of the architects working for
despotic dictator states make use of when they have to describe the context
without directing criticism at anyone. These can take the form of a kind of com-
parative analysis of official tour guides and other neutral quantity indices — a
little like AMO’s most recent research publication from the Gulf.

As the present example illustrates, it can be difficult to separate out a critique
of architecture from the perception of power that lies behind the fagade. But,
even so, it would be a sad state of affairs if the architectural profession redu-
ced its commitment to no more than a commercial entrepreneurial strategy with
a secondary part as an exponent of a wide-eyed form of cultural diplomacy.
The official father of Nazarbayev’s master plan for Astanga, Kisho Kurokawa
himself, describes his metabolistic approach to architecture as ‘the end of
Western thinking’.*

Whether there are reasons for his once having conceived so much sympathy
for the idea that he held out to the bitter end we do not know. But at all events
the Japanese master’s dictum contains an ironic truth. i

To a considerable extent what Astana represents is a complementary base to
Western architectural tradition. The local head of urban planning, Vladimir
Laptev, speaks of building bridges between Asia and the West and, according
to ‘Wikipedia’, he would like to see Astana become ‘the Berlin of Euro-Asia.’"”
In this context, however, it is difficult to say whether Nazarbayev's new English
court architect sees himself as Albert Speer or Jesse Owens. m
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cf. BBC News:

< http: //newsvote.bbe.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.bbe.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/6 165267 .stm >
(accessed 06/08/08)

Ibid.

Yerzhan N. Ashykbayev in The New York Times:
<http: //www.nytimes.com/2006/10/13/world/asia/13astana.html >

See: <http: //www.amb-kazakhstan.fr/article view/1083> (accessed 06/08/08)

See Tsubokura Takashi's disposition on <htip://www.astanamp.k r.kz/subd.html>
Op. cit.

See <http://www.amb-kazakhstan fr/article view/1083 >

See <http: //jobs.languagelink.ru/jobs/locations kazakhstan/astana.php >

Kisho Kurokawa: Metabolism + Recent work: Catalogue te an exhibition at Cube Gallery, London 2001
as a part of Japan 2001 Festival, Kurokawa, Kisho

10 See <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astana >
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