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Synopsis

This report seeks to underline the key successes, pitfalls and significant findings
relating to the original proposal. This includes recommendations for future LRMF
award holders.

Introduction: Includes background information about the chosen country for study
and my initial research ideas.

Timeline: Covers the whole duration of the project, including breaks.

Part one: Covers the portion of the project where I joined two others on a road
based trip to Central Asia from London. Also discusses pitfalls,
changes to the budget and the journey route, and my early return to
the UK.

Part two: Demonstrates my new journey to Tajikistan after a month long break
in the UK. Explores my activities and opportunities in Dushanbe and
surrounding areas, as well as in Qurghon-Teppa with the
SWORDE-Teppa charity.

Part three: Covers the preparation, execution and documentation of the UK
photography exhibition. Also includes comments, feedback and future
plans for the project.

Personal: Additional comments about my personal experience, and extra
reflections recommendations for future LRMF award holders.

Conclusion: An overview concluding my efforts in relation to the LRMF award, and
how I was affected by the opportunity.
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Introduction

In January 2009 I applied to the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund to help me commence a
trip of a lifetime. After nearly a year of personal research into the culture, history
and politics of Central Asia, I chose Tajikistan to be my destination for the summer.
I wanted to explore the main features of this relatively young country, with its
ancient links to many different empires and cultures. My study was called “Far From
Home: Culture’s place in the imagined community of the nation; a case study of the
Republic of Tajikistan”.

The Republic of Tajikistan is an ex-Soviet territory, made an independent sovereign
state when the USSR dissolved in 1991. It currently is the poorest country in the CIS
member states in Central Asia, with more than 50% of the population living on less
than $2 per day.1

Its geography is made up largely of mountainous terrain; roughly 90%. This often
makes it difficult for some scholars and citizens to appreciate everyone in Tajikistan
is willing to be such; “Tajikistan is not a culturally united republic. In fact, not all of its
citizens are comfortable identifying themselves with the label Tajik.”2

It is completely landlocked and borders with Afghanistan to the south, China to the
east, Kyrgyzstan to the north and Uzbekistan to the west. This makes it strategically
appealing to Western powers, such as the US who used an area of south-western
Tajikistan as a base for Afghan air operations after 9/11. Its mountainous area also
makes it vulnerable to open border crossing; it is no secret that millions of tons of
opium is seized on the Afghan-Tajik border every year.

Its secular government does its best to uphold virile nationalism, providing a very
patriotic national channel ‘Tajik TV’, and free public events such as the
Independence Day concert in Dushanbe.

My study was designed to attempt to decipher; a) to what extent the culture and
values of the Republic of Tajikistan already existed; b) how far the government was
responsible for nationalism; c) how legitimate the Republic appeared to its own
people.

Also, as a Theatre and Performance Studies student, I was more interested in the
cultural values and sociological features of the Tajik society, as opposed to the civil
policy and economics. Therefore, the study had a creative, anthropological
approach.

Personally, I found images of the country to be dazzling, beautiful and intriguing, to
the point that I made it my task to bring back such images of my own for other
people in the UK to enjoy. I wanted to know what it was like to live in an (officially)
young country, and the ideas the resident people had about ethnicity, belonging and
co-existence.
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[TIMELINE]
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Part one:

The journey begins

During my time at university after I had been notified I had secured a LRMF grant, I
endeavoured to make the most of my forthcoming trip. I talked to my module tutor
for ‘Intercultural Practices’ and she suggested that I write an essay on Tajik culture
and the effect globalisation had on its progress. I took on this opportunity to
undertake my own research enthusiastically, even spending £100 of my own money
to enjoy a two week residency at UCL’s Slavonic and East European Studies Library.
Warwick’s university library has a very limited amount of literature on Tajikistan, and
UCL’s specialist library proved very fruitful. I completed the essay and felt a lot more
informed on key points in the country’s history, as well as traits of Tajik ethnic
culture.

Before leaving the UK, I underwent quite a lot of preparation in May and June. I
visited my doctor in London several times and had four appointments with the
Central London Travel Clinic, ending up having many more vaccinations than I had
expected. Along with that surprise, came the surprise of the large price tag – one
course each of Rabies and Tick Borne Encephalitis jabs came to £245.

I also found that a lot of additional accessories to my trip were required which I had
not budgeted for beforehand. This included a new sleeping bag, water purification
tablets, luggage, Sony camcorder, camping utensils and other small but relatively
expensive effects. I also took on the challenge of passing my driving test before we
were to leave, in order to contribute to the large amount of driving. This was hugely
expensive, as I took my lessons in London and did not have a family car to practise in,
in my own time. I spent close to £700 of my own money and ultimately failed the
challenge, as I did not expect there to be a three-month waiting list for practical
tests. I failed my first test with one major and nine minors, and was unable to book
another one before our departure date.

First of all, our departure date was set for 20th June 2009. This date was abandoned
because the vehicle we were to drive in was not ready for use. The new date for our
departure was set for Saturday 4th July, as part of the ‘Roof of the World Rally 2009’.
We actually left on Sunday 5th July, having attended the rally’s press shoot the
morning before, but still needing some more minor repairs done to the vehicle
overnight.

My first impressions of my two companions Graham and Ed were warm ones, and
we enjoyed a night in Reims, France by ourselves and Basel, Switzerland with
Graham’s friends. I felt comfortable in their company and looked forward to sharing
the trip with them.
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Unfortunately we only made it a total of three days on the road before breaking
down in Switzerland. This event began a catalogue of problems which heavily
affected the remainder of the trip.

Breakdown and recovery

On Tuesday 7th July, the Land Rover lost all power while we were travelling at speed
on a Swiss motorway. Luckily the driver, Graham, was able to bring the vehicle to a
stop on the hard shoulder of a slip road. After four hours of negotiation with various
UK based recovery services, we were rescued and taken to the nearest city, which
pleasantly, was Zurich.

Due to the seriousness of the damage to the Land Rover, and the requirement for
special parts, we were forced to stay in Zurich for four nights.
Graham and Ed paid the large bill for the work, and we were all very displeased
when one night and one day after we left Zurich, Saturday 11th July, the Land Rover
broke down again. As it was the weekend the local garage was not open until the
following Monday. Location-wise, we were in southern Germany near a very small
town called Rosenheim, and the decision was taken to travel nearly an hour by train
to the nearest city, Munich.

[Fig 1]

We spent another four nights in Munich, before the Land Rover was fixed for the
second time.

The Land Rover, despite only being ten years old, caused various anxieties during the
trip to central Asia. In Romania the engine fan had to be replaced, and the air
conditioning failed to work at all, making the journey through desert conditions in
Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan largely unbearable. Temperatures often hit 45
degrees.

Rosenheim,
Germany,
where we
broke down
again, on
11

th
July

Where we
camped the
night in Völs,
Austria

Zurich,
Switzerland,
where we set
off from on
10

th
July
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The discomfort was difficult to deal with the longer it was suffered. At first I coped
very well, but eventually I personally felt a lot less able to have much enthusiasm for
12 hour drives during the height of summer, the further we went and the deeper
into the wilderness we drove.

Budget and time constraints

The budget I configured for the original LRMF proposal suggested that my costs for
the project would come to around £2900. This was based on a trip of 12 weeks, with
minimal flexibility on the amount spent on accommodation and food.

The two vehicle breakdowns in Europe forced us to stay in the expensive cities of
Zurich and Munich for four nights each. This situation, especially at the beginning of
the trip, was less than ideal as I immediately faced the prospect of not being able to
stay on budget. For example, we had only expected to stay on the European
mainland for a maximum of four to five days. In Zurich we stayed at the cheapest
hotel we could find, which was still £5 per night over my budget. In Munich we tried
to find a hostel but had inconveniently managed to arrive during a weekend when
the city was hosting two international conventions. As a result we had to book a
business class hotel costing £30 each per night, double my budget.

The cost of food in Europe was significantly higher than my budget allowed, as we
had to eat out every night, due to our hotel rooms not offering kitchenettes.

Even outside of Europe, we found that it was mostly necessary to stay in semi-
expensive hotels due to the fact that many towns and cities simply did not have
hostels, or were just too unsafe for us to stay in. We also had to think about a safe
place to park the Land Rover each night, as it had hundreds of pounds worth of
equipment in it, even when we took away our personal valuables to our rooms.

We did try to compensate for the large spending by camping whenever we could.
We spent four nights camping in Europe which cost us between £10 and £3 each per
night, and for three nights in Kazakhstan we camped wild by the side of the road. In
Uzbekistan we tried to camp after leaving the border late; we could not make it to
the next town in time. Unfortunately the land by the side of the road was too flat
and exposed so we decided it would be too risky to camp, and managed to find a
small village which had a pair of restaurants on the road. The proprietor said she had
beds, which ended up being two metal beds with 2 centimetre thick mattresses in a
stuffy room full of mosquitoes! Nevertheless we were relieved to have found
civilisation.

As well as budget worries, there were also a lot of time-related decisions made
about our route in the first two weeks. We had originally planned to travel through
south-eastern Europe through Serbia and Bulgaria, into Central Asia via Turkey and
Iran.
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[Fig 2: The original planned route]

Before we left London, it had already become apparent that we would not be able to
visit Iran. Our Iranian visa applications had been rejected and coincidentally, there
were riots occurring in Tehran at the time we would have been travelling through it.
Although we had to pay £50 each to get our visas rejected, we knew in the end it
was lucky we did not get them, as we might have been tempted to travel through
anyway.

The new plan, decided before we left London, was to catch a ferry from either
Istanbul or the port of Trabzon in northern Turkey. We would sail with the Land
Rover across the Black Sea to Sochi, Russia. This meant we would need a visa for
both Russia and Kazakhstan, adding more expense to my budget.

To add more problems, the Russian visa we gained was only valid for two weeks,
meaning we had to drive to Turkey, sail to Sochi and drive out of Russia within two
weeks from our departure from London. We did not see this as especially hard, until
the car broke down twice in Switzerland and Germany, which took away eight days
out of fourteen.

In Rosenheim, we made a last ditch attempt to organise a trip to Sochi; we frantically
tried to book a ferry in advance so we did not lose any more days. Graham knew that
there would be one, two or three ferries a week across to Russia from Trabzon. If we
missed any of these by a day, we may have had to wait for the rest of the week,
meaning we could have gotten stranded in Turkey, or had our visas expire while we
were in Russia itself. Neither were affordable options, seen as we had heard how
strict Russian border controls were.
From Istanbul, we could not find any ferries to Sochi which would take vehicles.
After many international phone calls, often to defunct numbers, or to Turkish
managers who could not speak a word of English, we gave up. It was too risky to try
and get to a country across a large sea with no information about ferries or
timetables.

We resorted to changing our route for the third time.
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[Fig 3: Actual route]

This time we would commit to a northern route through Ukraine, Russia and
Kazakhstan. This actually worked out quite well, although it meant that the terrain
and the difference in scenery would not be as large as it may have been driving the
original way.

I saw some amazing things on this part of trip, particularly herds of wild horses and
camels in Kazakhstan, a tornado in Ukraine and an enormous unspoilt lake in
Romania. Unfortunately, the eight unexpected days we spent in Europe still affected
even our latest route, forcing us to drive for nearly 12 hours every day, and not really
having much interaction with the locals apart from shop stops.

Illness and repatriation

When we arrived in Bukhara on Sunday 26th July, we found a hotel and settled in
with the intention of staying one night.
Overnight I developed very painful, very large blisters on my feet from the
mosquitoes that must have bitten me during our night before in rural Uzbekistan.
The next morning Ed was too ill to join Graham and I for a sightseeing trip around
Bukhara, which is one of two Tajik capitals of culture in Uzbekistan. The mosques we
saw were astonishing, but I was in agony from my blisters, as they were in the way of
my footwear.
Ed deteriorated during our time in Bukhara, and by the evening, I too was feeling
unwell. At this point Ed’s illness was vomiting and mine was loose bowel
movements. Nothing to worry about I thought, it will be gone by tomorrow. We
could not leave for Samarkand that evening as planned, as Ed felt too ill. Instead we
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stayed another night at the hotel, and Graham and I headed out to dinner without
Ed, who was bed ridden.
The next day, on Tuesday 28th July, we made our way to Samarkand, and Ed was in a
bad way. On the road as we entered the city, I also was taken ill again, this time
vomiting by the side of the road twice.
We stayed in a 4-star hotel in Samarkand, so as to make Ed’s stay as comfortable as
possible. That night, Ed became so ill with constant vomiting and diarrhoea, a doctor
was called out and he was put on a drip. I was not as sick as Ed, but I was certainly
confined to my room and could not make it downstairs to breakfast the next
morning without wheezing; I was very weak from my own vomiting and diarrhoea.

In the afternoon of Wednesday 29th July, the decision was made to drive all day to
Tashkent, even though Ed and I were very ill. This was because Graham had to make
a flight back to the UK from Tashkent on Thursday for a weekend long engagement.
He would meet us back in Tashkent the following Tuesday.

When we arrived in Tashkent, it was clear that we needed to stay in a 4-star or
higher hotel; not only to be comfortable but for facilities such as room service while
Graham was away and Ed and I were largely bed ridden. As Ed and I were
deteriorating again, the decision was made to stay at the Intercontinental Tashkent.
This, unfortunately for my budget, was the central hotel for all business in the capital
and therefore was a 5-star, police patrolled building. We managed to get a large
discount as we explained we had to stay a week; however this still meant I had to
pay £62 per night for six nights.

The week spent in Tashkent was one of misery and weakness on my part. Ed had a
worse time at the beginning of his illness but started to recover, whilst my diarrhoea
in the end, lasted for a full two weeks. Later, my UK doctor suggested I had suffered
a form of dysentery. It was at this point, around Sunday 2nd August, the suggestion
was made that I should go home. Ed was getting better, whereas I was making no
progress. The decision was also made harder by the fact that Graham and Ed wanted
to travel on to Kyrgyzstan, which certainly meant wild camping and near to no
facilities for any medical emergencies that may arise.
I faced the prospect of cutting short my trip after only five weeks out of twelve; not
an incredibly appealing one. My ultimate decision to leave Uzbekistan for sunny
England was based on some important factors:

 I could not afford to complete the twelve weeks abroad after the heavy
demand Europe and our illness had made on my budget.

 I was not enjoying myself any longer, and had not been for a while, due to
the company I was in, and the excessive heat of the road journey. I felt very
unhappy and alone.

 My body could not cope in Tashkent; I was reluctant to pay for a doctor, as
he/she would cost $150-200 for a single appointment. I decided it would
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make more financial sense to go back to the UK, get treatment for free and
make up the cost of flights by returning to my job in London for a month.

 I promised myself as a condition of going home, I would return to Tajikistan
as soon as I had the money and had recovered fully. Tajikistan was the whole
point of the trip; it was the country I had dreamed most of visiting and it was
the place I was to collect my images for the exhibition.

It was not an easy decision to leave Tashkent, as there were many disadvantages to
staying and going. I felt that I was letting myself down by leaving the trip early. On
the other hand, I was only a few kilometres from the Tajik border and had already
had an experience of Persian culture in Bukhara.
It would cost a lot of money to go back to the UK and then return to Tajikistan;
paying for two extra semi-long haul flights. However, it would be more expensive to
carry on without accessibility to any more money for the next six weeks.

I reluctantly booked a flight with AirBaltic to London Gatwick, and arrived in England
on Tuesday 4th August. Even the flight home was a battle; I was so ill the cabin crew
sat with me and they offered to call a doctor for me on our landing at Riga. I did end
up seeing the airport doctor at Riga, and was given medication which helped
somewhat for my next flight to London Gatwick.

Part two:

Return to Tajikistan

After working for a month in London, I had earned enough money to return to
Tajikistan. I still had a time constraint in that my previously booked flight from
Dushanbe to Gatwick on Saturday 19th September was still valid, so I would use that
to fly home.

I had to pay for a new Tajik visa, as the embassy would not renew my existing,
unused one. Nevertheless, I was happy to pay as I was excited about finally reaching
my destination.

I booked a one-way flight with AirBaltic, a Latvian by budget airline which had very
conveniently started providing flights to Dushanbe; they were half the price of
Turkish Airlines ones. I travelled alone to Gatwick, and then boarded two planes, one
to Riga, and a second to Dushanbe.

At the arrivals area at Dushanbe airport, I was tired of being silent after a nine hour
journey so I started talking to a man in the queue next to me who I had seen at
London Gatwick. He turned out to be a German graduate named Jan who was
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visiting a Tajik friend he had met at university. He offered for his friend Khushbacht
to drive us to my hotel so I did not have to get a taxi.
Meeting this pair was an incomprehensible stroke of luck for me in Dushanbe. Over
the course of my week in Dushanbe, I visited many places in and around Dushanbe
with the Jan, Khushbacht and their friends, many of which I could never have wished
to visit if I were alone in the city.
My company also gave me an opportunity to place my research into real
conversations with real Tajiks; the Tajiks I spent time with in Dushanbe were all
highly educated, spoke perfect English and had university degrees or masters studied
for in Europe or the USA.

Khushbacht and Jan also saved me a lot of money, as I stayed with them in their
private apartment. I saved at least $200, as the only hotels which seemed safe
enough to house a single female were about $90 per night. I paid only $20 per night
to stay in a very secure, comfortable apartment with the added advantage of human
company!

Dushanbe and surrounding areas

When I first proposed to travel to Tajikistan, I had anticipated my time would be split
thus:

 1/2 weeks driving to Qurghon-Teppa via the Pamir Highway and the
Gorno-Badakhshan area.

 3 weeks in Qurghon-Teppa working with the SWORDE-Teppa charity.

 A few days in Dushanbe, mostly for taking students on day trips.

In reality, my real trip to Tajikistan lasted for two weeks, with my time split into a
week in Dushanbe, five days in Qurghon-Teppa and an extra evening in Dushanbe.

Any concerns I had about less time in the country meaning less opportunity for
photographs were blown away as soon as I met my group of friends in Dushanbe.

Jan, Khushbacht and I travelled out of the city for day trips with other groups. We
also met quite a few internationals in the city who worked for various NGOs, such as
the Aga Khan Foundation, and diplomatic agencies. We met people from Peru, Iran,
Germany, Spain, Italy, Georgia, USA and Russia. I met a lot of people, all with
different backgrounds and different opinions of Tajikistan. It was hugely useful to
hear the opinions of real Tajiks on the issues of government, nation and civil society.

It was especially interesting to meet one friend whose parents were both Russian,
but he still considered himself to be Tajik regardless of his heritage. This was an area
of contention both in the research resources I read in London and in reality when I
travelled to Qurghon-Teppa. People were still in conflict about what constituted a
Tajik, or a justified citizen of Tajikistan.
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[Places I visited in Tajikstan map]
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[Fig 4: Map of Dushanbe and surrounding areas I visited in September 2009]

During my week in Dushanbe, we visited markets, museums, restaurants, shops and
hotels. This gave me a wide view of what daily life was like. I visited people’s homes,
one of which was in a soviet-built estate block, and gave me an understanding of a
regular, working Tajik’s life experience in the city. I also stayed at a businessman’s
family home with another Tajik friend the night before my flight. This house was very
luxurious and glamourous, even though it was within a very rundown looking block.
It was very interesting to see what some people were able to afford, and even more
interesting that this particular family business was law and government.

Outside of the city, we visited the historical town of Hisor (or Hissar), which has a
fortress and several madrasahs dating back to the 16th century.

Varzob was a popular excursion as we went to the area twice in one week. To get
there we had to drive through some very dramatic mountain scenes and valleys.
Quite a few images in the UK exhibition were taken during these trips. We were
lucky to see some beautiful bright blue rivers, snow capped peaks in the far distance
and children with donkeys.

Qurghon-Teppa
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[Fig 5: Map of the Nurek reservoir, dam and hydroelectric plant]

The most exclusive place we visited was the Nurek dam and reservoir; the largest
man-made dam in the world. This area was on police patrol and obviously was not
accessible to tourists. Nevertheless, my new Tajik friend managed to bribe the
officers to let us in.* The bribe was not much, around £10 between five officers. We
were very happy to pay this as the area was exclusive and we were fortunate enough
to see the magnificent scenery as a result. One of the photographs in the UK
exhibition was taken on the dam, and one was a large panoramic taken of the
reservoir’s landscape from a public highway to the west, the A385.

*Bribing is a common event in Tajikistan and most of central Asia, as there are lots of
roadblocks and police patrols.

The last, and very fortunate opportunity I had in Dushanbe was arriving just before
the Independence Day celebrations. September 11th is a national holiday in Tajikistan
which celebrates their independence from the Soviet Union. I was able to join in with
the celebrations, attending the major free concert in Friendship Square, central
Dushanbe and meeting lots of families out in the parks and streets during the day.
Many shots which ended up in the UK exhibition came from this day. It was a day full
of colour, mirth and happiness. I was especially touched to see that the people who
had come out either during the day or for the evening performances were dressed in
their best clothes, as though everyone was about to attend a wedding. I could not
think of any occasion in the UK or indeed Europe, where so many people would
dress in their finest through choice. I sensed a great deal of pride amongst the
population and the awareness of their nationality on this day particularly.

The dam
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Overall, I think my time in Dushanbe and the surrounding areas was hugely
successful. I saw a lot, photographed a lot and learnt a lot from my Tajik friends
about the country from direct sources.

Qurghon-Teppa and the SWORDE-Teppa
charity

In my second week in Tajikistan, I was able to visit the place where it all began; the
SWORDE-Teppa English and Education Centre. I shared a taxi with strangers to
Qurghon-Teppa, and stayed in their shared apartment for five nights.
While at the centre I talked to the staff and students about their ambitions. Most of
them wanted to apply for various scholarships to Europe or the USA, and the centre
had a very good track record for successful applicants.

I was invited to take some English conversation lessons, which consisted of leading
discussion for people to practise their English. I took the opportunity to lead debates
as well as discussions focused on the world, politics and Tajikistan in particular.
I had very good attendance to my classes, at several points 30 students were
squeezing into the room.
In one session, there was a debate started about nationalism in Tajikistan and
citizenship. The students talked about what makes them Tajik, and what living in
Tajikistan is like. They acknowledged that Tajikistan’s population is characterised by
many ethnicities, cultures and languages. There was controversy however when one
woman was explaining that as her parents were Uzbek, she considered herself to be
Uzbek over being a Tajikistani. This outraged a few students, as they did not
understand why she would reject so readily being a Tajikistani, especially as she was
not a born Uzbek.
The majority of students believed that anyone who lived in Tajikistan could be a
Tajikistani. They did not like so much people who did not consider themselves to be
a Tajikistani who were born in Tajikistan. I found their views to be very considerate
and progressive in that they enjoyed their multicultural society and welcomed the
unity they had.
This correlated with the views of the Tajiks I met in Dushanbe.

What did not correlate however, were the views on the government between the
city dwellers and the people in Qurghon-Teppa.
My friends in the city viewed the government as an inefficient body which did
enough to make the country appear to be ‘on its way’, but was failing to allow
people to progress once they had reached a certain point in their career or
education. This was exemplified by the fact that even though many of them had a
university education, there were no jobs and no prospects. This was made worse by
the degradation of the Tajik education system by frequent occurrences of bribes for
qualifications, and exam results fixing. Nevertheless, all of the Tajiks I had befriended
had undertaken a Master’s degree or higher at a European or American institution. It
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seemed that for educated Tajiks to find a job that made use of their qualifications,
they would have to leave their country.

In Qurghon-Teppa, we discussed nationalism and propaganda in relation to the
current government. When asked what they thought of their President Emomali
Rahmon, they viewed him as an honourable man doing his best for their country.
They saw the government as fair and justified in their decisions. Some of them
claimed to have known about Rahmon’s visits to the area, but no one was able to say
they had met him, or anyone they knew had met him. Rahmon seemed to be an
invisible entity amongst the general public, but still they trusted him implicitly.

The people in Dushanbe I spoke to claimed that the government was corrupt and
would spend gross amounts on buildings such as the new presidential residence in
Dushanbe. This palace is rumoured to have cost a very large percentage of the entire
country’s GDP; up to 50%, and the construction displaced many Tajik families in the
area to gain the real estate needed for its central location.

I saw myself that all governmental, diplomatic and NGO vehicles were brand new
SUVs, which looked completely out of place alongside the old, worn out cars normal
Tajiks were driving.

In Qurghon-Teppa, the students at the SWORDE-Teppa centre were very studious
and eager to learn. I found that although they liked to hear about me and my way of
life, they were quite content with their culture and traditions. There were some
conversations about how women and girls were treated and how much opportunity
they had. In general, the young girls I spoke to in Qurghon-Teppa accepted that they
were expected to marry quite early and start a family; most were looking forward to
this. A few wanted to have a career first, but still did not imagine a life outside of
Tajikistan with a Tajik husband.

I found my stay at SWORDE-Teppa to be very interesting as a comparison to city life.
I had also seen many villages while out and about, and can say I had a fair view of
Tajik life. If I would have had more time, I would have endeavoured to meet and stay
with more people.
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Part three:

Preparing for the exhibition

When arriving back in the UK, I started work on the exhibition immediately. I
reconfirmed the venue; The CAPITAL Centre foyer in Millburn House, and organised
the time and date of the launch night.
There came unforeseeable problems even at this point; the CAPITAL Centre were
unable to give me the use of the foyer wall for the full six weeks which was discussed
before I left. Instead I was offered a two-week vacancy during weeks three and four
of the first term, 19th-30th October 2009.

I was also unable to commit to creating a solo piece for the launch night, as:

a) I had to work full time during September and October
b) I did not envisage I personally had enough time available for an acceptable

amount of rehearsals
c) I wanted to hire a supporting ensemble of freshers and second years. I did

not want to audition people until week two for various reasons, meaning we
had only 1-2 weeks to create a 20 minute performance from scratch. From
experience I knew this was impossible, especially as the piece had to be well-
polished for the importance of the event.

Ultimately, I decided to abandon the performance and concentrate on organising a
special opening night.

The costs of the exhibition were also a major concern. I had wiped out my funding
and my own personal overdraft from the course of the summer’s trip, so I had to
look for a cheap way of mounting the exhibition with it still looking professional.
After seeing some photographs in the CAPITAL Centre, the solution arrived.
Mounting photographic paper straight onto 5mm foam board was simple, cheaper
than framing and effective. By using foam boards, we could rearrange the pattern of
the exhibition on the wall as we went, and could make mistakes with the layout
without having to worry about drilling, filling, and re-drilling holes in the wall.

I also changed the mode of publicity for the exhibition. I had planned to have 1000+
A5/6 flyers printed for mass distribution.
Since I had acquired a full time job for the extent of October 2009, I decided instead
it would make more sense to confine the publicity to posters put up around campus.
This was based on the fact I simply could not find time to give the small flyers out to
people. Also, financially, it made sense to buy A3 sized posters and put those up in
highly frequented places across campus, rather than paying more for flyers and
trying to target people individually. By placing the posters strategically in places with



21

the most activity and flow of people, it would create more awareness with less
effort.

To further publicise the event,

 I arranged for a two-week article about the exhibition to be placed on the
University’s intranet page, Insite.

 There was a separate, temporary article created on Insite to promote the
opening night. This service was free and I have no doubt attracted a good
amount of people to the exhibition.

 A Facebook event was created and over 300 people were invited.

 I asked various departmental secretaries, such as Theatre Studies to email
their undergraduates, postgraduates and staff about the event.

 I personally emailed the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund board members.

The most important change to the project at this point was my decision to use a new
name for the exhibition, ‘A Journey to Tajikistan’. I saw the exhibition as a
culmination of the entire project, but I felt it needed to be specific in its aims to
attract the most attention. Also, I had made the decision long ago to only include
images of Tajikistan in the exhibition. Therefore, I found ‘A Journey to Tajikistan’ to
be the most effective, clear and attractive title for the body of creative work.

I designed the publicity material on Adobe Photoshop, wrote the copy for the
introduction board of the exhibition and sent all this off to the printers, as well as the
30+ photographs to be processed. This was done under a tight schedule, but I
managed to keep to my own deadlines, even though I had to order reprints for
several pieces.

By the weekend of week two, 17th October, all the material was delivered, ready to
start making the exhibition. A friend and I started to cut the photo prints and foam
boards to custom sizes, depending on the composition I wanted in the images. The
pictures were not placed in the exhibition as they appeared straight from printing;
each mount on the exhibition wall became unique in its size and dimension.

Setting up the exhibition took an almighty amount of time. We spent all day and
night of Sunday 18th October cutting the remainder of the material to size and
mounting it onto the wall. There were many considerations and creative decisions to
be made; many more than I had anticipated. The main problem was that I had
shortlisted too many photos for the space allowed on the wall. This meant we
eventually ended up with a non-linear arrangement of mounts on the wall. Some of
these I would have liked to space out a bit more, and at least three mounts had to be
taken down as the space was already too cramped. Nevertheless I took the decision
to get as many mounts as was visually acceptable onto the wall, as I saw it as a one-
time opportunity to get Tajikistan so much publicity. I did not want to leave out
many photographs at all as I believed the more that were included, the broader the
perspective and understanding of the public would have. It was a stressful
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experience, but worth getting it right; we did not get home that night until 1am, very
exhausted.

[Fig: 6]

[Fig: 7]

The opening night

The date was set as Tuesday 20th October 2009 for the exhibition’s opening
reception. I booked the foyer space officially for the function and was told I could
have the reception from 7pm. I wanted the opening night to have multimedia
element, namely showing Tajik films I had acquired. My specific equipment
requirements were discussed both with the CAPITAL Centre and the School of
Theatre Studies, as they each had different technical supplies.
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One idea I had was to show footage of the national television channel, ‘Tajik TV’ on a
small TV monitor by itself on a stand. Unfortunately this was not possible due to the
format of my film files. I was also unable to keep this as a main additional feature of
the exhibition for security reasons.
After arranging a list of equipment I needed, I was able to book the help of the
CAPITAL Centre’s resident technician. With his assistance, we set up the projection
for the opening night.

The opening night lasted from 7pm-9pm, and was very well attended. I was slightly
concerned we would not get a large turn out as the publicity was thinner than I have
done before for student productions. To my surprise we ended up having 80-90
people attend the exhibition launch. I had also personally cooked authentic Tajik
food for the launch, and had anticipated I should cater for about 40 people. The dish
I had made with a friend was called osh, and was a traditional meal from the country
consisting of beef, rice, carrot, onion and spices. Our worries about cooking too
much was proved to be ridiculous as it was shifted immediately, to very good
reviews.

[Fig: 8]

It was a fantastic feeling to have so many people come and look at my work. I was
very happy to see people taking their time to enjoy the images and read the captions
properly. I was also surprised to meet a Tajik at the launch who had seen the
advertisements. He was a postgraduate at Warwick, who was himself a resident of
Dushanbe. We chatted about his hometown, the places I had been and my
experiences. He also said he wanted to interview me about my project, as he was
working for a Tajik news agency. In an email, I sent him images of the exhibition and
launch with my interview and I later found a large article and video about ‘A Journey
of Tajikistan’ on a Tajik website.



24

[Fig: 9]

[Fig: 10]

[Fig: 11]

Overall the opening night was a great successful and in fact, the majority of people
who attended were not my friends; they were people I had never seen before, who
were just interested.
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Comments and feedback

As an artistic decision, I made sure there was not a visitor’s book at the launch or
during the exhibition’s duration. This was because I acknowledged the visitor’s book
in this situation could be more of a vanity on my part. I thought it would be far more
useful for the viewer to consume the work and talk amongst their peers, rather than
leaving a message in a static book. This way, the information may stay in people’s
minds longer, and word of the exhibition may be spread further.

I did however, make a mental note of feedback from various people. Some people
even went out of their way to contact me before and after the exhibition.

Here are some examples;

“I was looking at your exhibition again yesterday -- the photography is really
fantastic, you have a real talent there. I thought you must have hired a
professional to take the shots for you” – Email, Jonathan Vickery, Cultural Policy
Studies

“This looks great. I use to be based in London, now in Toronto. Any chance we can
benefit from this from abroad? Will the exhibition be online at some point?” –
Email, Fayaz Noormohamed, discovered the Insite article through Google Alerts

“Dear Emma, I have just seen the announcement of the opening of your exhibition
today. I am sorry that I can’t come, I would have loved to take part in the reception
– I will certainly visit the exhibition. I worked in Khorog, in Gorno Badakshan for
the Aga Khan Health Service from November 2001 – September 2003 and have
very happy memories.” – Email, Nicola McHugh, discovered the Insite article

“It’s such a shame you’re taking them down, I’ve really enjoyed having a look at
them every time I walk past; really colourful.” In person, CAPITAL Centre visiting
fellow

“It’s really great, a good representation of Dushanbe. I am very glad that you have
chosen my country for your exhibition.” In person, Zurik Rahmatulloev, Tajik
Warwick student

“So proud that you were able to complete your journey and create something
fantastic” – Email, Linda Oginni

“The exhibition looks fantastic, you’ve worked really hard! It must have been hard
to do everything. And the food is great!” – In person, Gemma Lewis, Warwick

“It was really interesting to learn so much in a short space. I really liked the
captions. The panorama of Nurek was amazing. Maybe I should apply for Lord
Rootes next time!” – In person, Glyn Hudson, Warwick
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“The quality of the images looked stupendous. I hope you got a lot from it.” –
Email, Nicolas Whybrow, Theatre Studies lecturer, Warwick

The end of the project?

I had always envisioned my exhibition to be toured to London. One of my earliest
influences for the project came from a free exhibition I saw at the Oxo Gallery on the
River Thames in April 2008. It was called ‘A Window to Afghanistan’, and although
the images were amateur, it was very well attended and placed in a fantastic
location. I am sure Afghanistan was received in a very positive way by its viewers,
and the charity which organised the project, The Afghan Youth Fund, benefited
greatly.

I would still like to show my work in London at some point. I do think however, that I
currently do not have enough material to gain use of a centrally located gallery.

I think I will return to Tajikistan within the next two years to visit the places I did not
get to see in my last trip, such as the Pamir and northern Tajikistan, Khujand etc. I
would like to consider using this opportunity to create more material, possibly
opening a bigger exhibition using the original collection as well, in 2011. As I will still
be Warwick University at that time, studying a Master’s degree, I may even consider
applying for a LRMF grant again. I think 2011 would be an especially poignant time to
reopen a major exhibition about Tajikistan; it will be the 20th anniversary of the
breakup of the Soviet Union.
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Personal reflections

I think the whole project that I envisaged, created and ultimately undertook taught
me many things. Some of these things were completely unexpected, and as a result
changed my direction, my thought-process.

I found the road journey more difficult than I had anticipated, mostly due to the
company I was in for over a month. I did not gel with them as I had thought I would. I
found that their personalities were largely incompatible with mine and I did not have
much fun with them at all. Usually this occurrence does not happen to me and I was
not fazed too much until I got ill. When you are sharing the same space with the
same company 24/7, incompatibilities can become more of a problem.

I can honestly say that I coped with the large majority of things I faced; I had never
travelled like this before, I had never backpacked or travelled for so long
consecutively. I enjoyed visiting many different countries but unfortunately I think I
would have enjoyed it more if my circumstances were different. Nevertheless, I
made the most of my time, and if it were not for my illness and return to England, I
would not have arrived in Tajikistan independently and met some wonderful friends.
It was because of this change to the plan that my experience was so enriched. I went
to many special places, met so many special people and learnt a lot about Tajik
realities that no text book could have taught me.

The exhibition was also a learning curve; I knew how an exhibition could be set up
but I did not anticipate the amount of work needed to make it a success. This is one
lesson I will definitely take on with me for my next project.

The financial pressure of unexpected events was something a previous LRMF holder
had warned me about, but I still found my summer’s demands excessive. I had to
eventually ask for a personal loan from my boyfriend to pay for the exhibition, and I
had to work for a month in London, plus a month at Warwick University to make up
some of my losses made over the summer.
I would say to future LRMF holders to make sure they have access to large amounts
of back up money, in case anything happens. Also, they should know that
Mastercard is not taken anywhere in Central Asia, only Visa cards, regardless of what
your UK bank tell you. This caused very large problems for me.
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[budget – do not print]
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Conclusion

The project I proposed to the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund Committee in February
2009 was a cultural research project based in Tajikistan. From the features of my
research, I was aiming to fashion a creative response for Warwick students and staff,
as well as the general public.

Although my actual duration undertaking the project was cut from 11 weeks to 6.5,
the same amount of effort was put in. I have proved through the accounts of my
experiences that I went out of my way to finish my project to the best of my ability.
As for the financing, I relatively spent far more than the budget allowed in terms of
visas, vaccinations, subsistence, accommodation and flights. I think this was
impossible to avert, due to the various unforeseen circumstances I was faced with.

I did find the project difficult at some points, but I always was committed to finishing
it, and delivering the photographic exhibition on my return.

I thoroughly enjoyed the experience as a whole, and although I would not do it again
without more planning, I would recommend the experience and particularly the
journey route I took.

I found that the trip tested me socially, psychologically, emotionally and physically. I
learnt a lot about myself, from the good times and the bad. I also recognised the
generosity and warmth of humanity on many occasions, especially when I visited
Tajikistan itself.

I believe that overall, I followed the important points that the LRMF promotes;
innovation, creativity, independence and research. I would like to thank the Lord
Rootes Memorial Fund for giving me the chance to follow my instincts, my interests,
my ideas.
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The journey’s timeline – July to September 2009

Key: Hotel
Hostel
Private apartment
Camping

JULY AUGUST SEPTEMBER

29TH – 5TH 6TH – 12TH 13TH – 19TH 20TH – 26TH 27TH – 2ND 3RD – 9TH 10TH – 16TH 17TH – 23RD 24TH – 30TH 31ST – 6TH 7TH – 13TH 14TH – 20TH

Left the UK

5
th

-
Crossed
the
English
Channel
by ferry,
stayed
the night
in Reims,
France

France

Switzerland

6
th

– Basel,
Switzerland

Austria

Germany

10
th

– Völs,
near
Innsbruck,
Austria

13
th

– 14
th

Rosenheim,
Germany

Hungary

Austria

14
th

– Enns,
near
Innsbruck,
Austria

11
th

– 12
th

Münich,
Germany

16
th

–
Sighisoara,
Romania

15
th

–
Hungary

17
th

–
Travelled
through
Moldova to
Ukraine

7
th

– 10
th

Zurich.
Switzerland

19
th

–
Mariupol,
Ukraine

18
th

–
Mikolaeb,
Ukraine

27
th

Bukhara,
Uzbekistan

28
th

–
Samarkand,
Uzbekistan

21
st

– 22
nd

Volgograd,
Russia
(formerly
Stalingrad)

20
th

–
Rostov,
Russia

24
th

–
Kazakhstan,
near Atyrau

26
th

–
Bukhara,
Uzbekistan

23
rd

–
Kazakhstan

25
th

–
Uzbekistan

Returned to the UK

14
th

– 17
th

Qurghon-Teppa,
Tajikistan,
private
apartment

9
th

– 13
th

–
Dushanbe,
private
apartment

4
th

August – 7
th

September, London, UK

Tajikistan

29
th

– 4
th

–
Tashkent,
Uzbekistan

7
th

– 8
th

-
Hotel
Mercury,
Dushanbe,
Tajikistan

Romania

18
th

–
Dushanbe,
private
apartment

19
th

–
Arrived in
London,
UK

UKLeft the UKRussia

Ukraine

Uzbekistan

Kazakhstan

Moldova



Places I visited in Tajikistan from Monday 7th to Saturday 19th September 2009.

I travelled in my friends’ cars to Varzob, Nurek, and Dushanbe, and by public taxi to Hisor and Qurghon-Teppa.

Uzbekistan

Afghanistan

Tajikistan


