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ZACHARY CAHILL — Maybe we could start
with a question to both of you: What have you
been working on together? Can you tell us a
little bit about your project, the book?

PAYAM SHARIFI — Yeah, maybe we should
start by talking about what we’re not working
on together. It seems like we’re working on
more things together than not together.

LEAH FELDMAN — Yeah, exactly. But the book
is actually finished, I think.

7ZC — What is the title of the book?

LF — The title of the book is Azbuka Strikes
Back: An Anti-Colonial ABCs. Azbuka is the
Russian term for ABC book used in the Soviet
Empire. The book emerged from the long
series of collaborations that we’ve been doing
to rethink books and reading, and also our
intertwining interests in the history of the
script reforms, and how it shaped reading
publics in the Soviet Union. We wanted to
tell a story that was about phonemes and their
relationship to different scriptural histories,
specifically in the space of the former Soviet
Union and under the series of reforms
initiated by the Soviet Empire. And we
wanted to do this in a way that was engaging
and stretched our understanding of what a
book is or what the form of our book should
be. Payam, do you want to talk a little bit
about the sound dimension? Because that was
something that you all were really exploring
and pushing us to think about.

PS — Slavs and Tatars has published a lot of
books. We’ve never done a children’s book
before, and this is definitely the first sound
book we’ve done, so the focus of this project
was really the phonemes and different
attempts to give a form to these phonemes,
that is, a graphic form . .. Namely, we look
at about eight sounds that didn’t fit into
the kind of a traditional Slavic or Russian
sound palette. These sounds were given
different graphic forms according to whether
the language spoken was already a written
language before the project of communism
happened in 20th century, or according to
the changing geopolitical concerns, namely
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that maybe it was at first in Arabic script, and
then it was changed to Latin, then to Cyrillic.
The eight sounds were orphan sounds in

some ways, so we focused on them; some of
them are kind of fricative others guttural or
plosive, like the sound that you have for the
word Quran, or Kazakhstan, which we write
in English with a K. Russians will write it with
a K, but actually it’s like the K or the Q of the
Quran, more of a guttural sound.

We just got the print proof back, which
is really interesting for us because normally
when you get a print proof, it’s a blue proof,
to check the visuals but this time we got a
blank in the exact dimensions, no print at all,
and just the sound buttons (this is the first
book that we’re doing that’s made in China
due to the technology). The technology for
the board book is, essentially, a sensor where
you put your finger and a sound comes out.
Each spread is devoted to one of these eight
phonemes and the different kinds of graphic

iterations or transformations it’s undergone.

ZC — So, instead of maybe hearing a cow
“moo” or something, we’re going to hear one
of the phonemes?

PS — Yeah, so one spread you will hear ba-
ba-ba, another one will be ... Leah, what’s
another one? Kind of a plosive P, right?

LF — Yes, and it’s our voices alternating.

We recorded them with alternating sounds,
and then a DJ remixed them, so there’s also

a song at the end that’s made of phonemes.

It kind of culminates in this phoneme chorus,
if you will.

Ps — Exactly. It’s a kind of medley, an a capella
medley of all these different phonemes.

zC — That sounds amazing, It is an
instructional book, an ABCs book. Are

the phonemes characters in a story? Like,
personages? How do the phonemes function in
the narrative?

LF — I think this is an interesting question
because we talked a lot about to what degree
they should be anthropomorphized, especially
in the illustration. Most children’s books



anthropomorphize all concepts. I think that
there are characters in the narrative sense
of characters, that is, they are the heroes of
the story. But we were really trying not to
make them too anthropomorphized. But I
think I would say that the book also takes
up embodiment questions through the
phonemes, so, we talk about the relationship
between linguistic elements: phoneme,
language, and script metaphorically through
the sound characters’ relationship to their
scriptural bodies.

ps — Labor, as well.
LF — Yes.

PS — Labor and exploitation of labor. Leah,
you were key in not psychologizing the
characters, but using them as vehicles to

also give a bit of context to these language
changes, so that there’s one spread where the
letters are complaining that their lines were
not made ... They were made for poetry, not
for paperwork, so at some point the letters
are sort of exploited and they want to go back

"Vintik-Shpuntik," the story of a worker screw from the Soviet children's book archive.

to being free sounds, not shackled sounds
by graphic exploitations. I think my favorite
part of the book is when some sounds gather
together and demand choral communism.
This idea of sounds having a certain sort of
solidarity.

zC — Did you say choral communism?
PS — Choral, choral communism, yeah.

zC — The phoneme as characters and the
sound elements of the book are so compelling.
[ guess one question I had before I knew
about the phoneme, the sound dynamic,

and the choice of the board book, what do
haptic attributes for the book do for what
you're trying to convey? Which is to say, that
so much of language and translation and
transliteration is ephemeral and not haptic

or physical, in so much as literally touching
something. I wonder if you could talk about
the choice of the board book as a way to get at
what you're interested in.

LF — I think we had in mind the pedagogy of
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