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PROLOGUE:
THE BEGINNINGS OF DOUBT

For the first seven months of 2025, I released —through the Patreon
platform —documents connected to a Franco—Soviet archaeological
mission sent into the Zeravshan foothills in 1937.

There were authorizations, telegrams, personnel records, translated
memoranda, transmission slips, photographic traces, contested maps, an
oral account, and the increasingly nervous evidence of a bureaucracy
attempting to determine what kind of material had entered its possession.

The documents did not tell a complete story, nor were they ever intended
to.

They arrived damaged, displaced, mistranslated, separated from their
enclosures, and assigned to institutional categories that weren’t quite
right. Dates certainly weren’t. Personnel moved in and out of the record.
A missing annex became more consequential than the report that referred
to it. A figure in a chamber (maybe) moved uneasily between object,
effigy, body, and person. The archive repeatedly approached certainty and

then drew back.

Taken individually, each document appeared to perform an ordinary
function. Money was authorized. Supplies were delayed. Personnel were
listed. Papers were routed. A later scholar attempted classification. An
administrator noted that something had not been enclosed.

But after twelve documents, another pattern became visible as well.

The archive was not only recording the mission. It was recording the
institutional difficulty produced by the mission.

At first, the papers concerned what was being planned. Later, they
concerned what was found. Later still, they concerned what may be said
about what was found, where the reports should be sent, which terms
may be used, and who might be permitted to make those decisions.



When 1 began The Tomb of the Wayward Queen, 1 was interested in the
authority of the archaeological document, as well as archival pressure in
the face of near omnipresent ambiguity and opaqueness.

A typed memorandum, an official stamp, an accession number, a carefully
worded translation--these things do not merely carry information. They
also produce confidence. The_y tell us that an observation has passed
through procedure and emerged as something else, something more
important: knowledge.

The archive reassures because it gives disorder a sequence and a tidy(ish)
container.

= Something happened.
= Someone witnessed it.
=> A report was written.
= A file was opened.
= A classification was assigned.
= The document was retained.

The apparent solidity and clarity of that chain allows us to forget how
much interpretation has already occurred.

= Before a thing enters an archive, it must be named.
= Before it can be filed, someone must decide what kind of
thing it is.
= Before it can be sent, someone must decide who has

the authority to receive it.

=> Before it can become evidence, it must be
made legible within an existing system.

Bureaucratic language can tolerate uncertainty temporarily, but not
indefinitely. A box will eventually have to be marked; a department will
have to accept custody; a report will need a title, and of course, an
inventory needs a noun.

The figure of the Wayward Queen, hinted at only obliquely, resisted the

available nouns.

And so, the archive did what archives often do when confronted with
something that cannot be comfortably absorbed:

It divided the problem.

One office retained the report while another appears to have held the
annex. A later record imposed a typology, and then a translation shifted
emphasis. Names disappeared from one list and reappeared in another
context. Responsibility moved sideways.

No single document contains the whole difficulty.
This may have been deliberate.

But, equally, it may also have been the ordinary outcome of several
people, working within several systems, each trying to make the material
manageable. Just doing their jobs.

The difference between concealment and administration is not always as
clear as we would like.

1.

The first twelve documents were released separately because I wanted the
archive to accumulate before it was explained.

Had I begun with a complete account of the mission —its discovery, its
disappearance, the chambers, the figure, the missing objects —every later
document would have served only as illustration.

It would have confirmed a story already known.
Instead, each document was permitted to exert its own pressure.

* The funding authorization established official interest but no sense

of danger.

* The logistical telegram placed the mission within the ordinary
frustrations of distance, supply, and institutional dependence.

* The roster appeared to stabilize the personnel until later
documents made that stability doubtful.

* The Soviet typological memorandum attempted to impose order
retrospectively, but revealed the strain required to do so.

* The transmission slip preserved the absence of an enclosure and,
in doing so, made the absence part of the surviving record.



* The maps did not lead cleanly back to the site, in any acceptable
way.

* The oral testimony did not resolve the documentary
contradictions. It complicated them by introducing memory,
translation, fear, and the possibility that the official archive had
excluded the witnesses most capable of describing what happened.

* The later filing and routing materials brought the institutional
response closer to the foreground.

By then, the documents were no longer concerned solely with an
archaeological discovery. Instead, they were concerned with the presence
and circulation (and perhaps, maintenance?) of uncertainty.

One of the central questions of the project became: what happens when
an institution cannot decide what it knows, but cannot admit that it does
not know?

The answer, at least within this archive, is not silence. It 1s more
paperwork.

The file grows around the failure of classification. Each new document
promises to clarify the earlier ones. Instead, it adds another historical
voice, another motive, another Vocabulary, another layer of custody, and
another possibility of distortion.

The archive becomes larger and less conclusive.

This isn’t just a useful aesthetic decision or device. It’s a condition familiar
to anyone who has worked with historical evidence.

More material does not always bring us closer to the event. Sometimes it
brings us closer to the systems through which the event was made
available to us.

[11.

There is a pleasure in making documents of this kind.

There is the development of institutional voice: deciding what a French
administrator in 1937 might omit, what a Soviet scholar in 1951 might
insist upon, what a later archivist might reduce to a routing code.

There is the physical work of the document: typography, paper, stamps,
wear, reproduction, annotation, and damage.

There is also the slightly strange intimate frisson of creating an object
whose authority depends upon suppressing the presence of its maker.

A successful archival fiction should not feel loudly invented. Rather, if all
goes well, it should feel encountered.

But this pleasure contains a danger, namely that the archive can become
endlessly generative.

There is always another memorandum that might exist, another
photograph that might be missing, another institutional correction,
another translation, another note in the margin of a report that has not
survived.

At a certain point, further evidence does not deepen the work. It merely
expands the file.

After twelve releases, I decided that I had reached that threshold.

The archive established its world. It showed the mission’s official origins,
the instability of its personnel and chronology, the separation of evidence
from report, the competing attempts at classification, and the institutional
unease surrounding whatever else may be hidden just out of sight.

Another administrative document might have been persuasive, sure. But
to what end?

V.

The answer may involve less paper.

The Tomb of the Wayward Queen had always belonged to a larger artistic
practice concerned with objects, matter, ritual, classification, memory, and
the instability of the evidence through which the past is constructed.

The documents were one manifestation of that practice, but they were
not, and cannot be, its final destination.

The tomb contains things.

Ceramic things--ritual and domestic. Objects that move between use and
symbol, between the ordinary and the votive, between the remains of a
life and the structures imposed upon it afterward.

The archive had so far surrounded those objects without fully releasing
them.



This was necessary. The documents established the pressure under which
the objects would later be seen. They created the disciplinary, political,
and historical frameworks that would attempt to explain them.

But a project about material evidence cannot remain forever in the paper
structures that contain it. It has to eventually encounter the object.

The project’s ambiguities are not puzzles awaiting solutions, rather they
belong to its very structure.

But future work may approach those ambiguities through different
means: ceramics, fragments, photographs, spatial arrangements, sound,
essays, residues, and the relationships produced when these things are
placed beside the surviving documents.

The archive will remain, but it will cease to be the only voice.

V.

Let me also just say that there is also an ethical question within any
project built around withholding, and this has been important in my
thinking about all of this.

A serial mystery produces an expectation of eventual revelation. Attention
appears to form a contract: follow long enough and the concealed truth

will be disclosed.

The more documents accumulate, the more strongly the reader may feel
that uncertainty should eventually be exchanged for knowledge.

I do not think that exchange can be honestly completed here (or, perhaps,
anywhere 17).

The surviving materials do not support a single, authoritative account of
the mission. They do not allow the contradictory maps to resolve into one
reliable plan. They do not make it possible to determine whether the
missing evidence was lost, suppressed, divided, destroyed, or never
produced in the form later documents imply.

To resolve these questions merely because resolution is narratively
satisfying would repeat the archive’s own violence. It would force the
evidence to become coherent on demand.

The refusal to do that is not a refusal of meaning.

It is a refusal of premature meaning. There are things we may infer,

patterns we may identify, institutional behaviors we may recognize.

But there is also a point at which interpretation must acknowledge the
pressure of its own desire. We want.

We want the archive to yield;
we want the absent annex to contain the answer;

we want the photograph to survive somewhere;
we want one witness to be reliable.

The project will continue to work within those wants, but it will not
necessarily satisfy them.

What follows, here, then, is an archive of the archive. I record of what

was done, what was released, and how it might have been interpreted.

It does not include every post that followers of the project received, nor
does it mark every possible path. What it does do is attempt to stabilize a

project that was never intended to be stabilized.
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MISSION LETTERHEAD (1937)

Document type: Letterhead

Origin: Mission archéologique franco—soviétique
Date: 1937

Language: French

This page is the earliest material to survive in a form stable enough to
release.

It bears the letterhead of the Mission archéologique franco-soviétique,
Zeravshan campaign, 1937. It establishes institutional partnership,
geographic scope, and an authorized period of work. No accompanying
correspondence survives.

At this stage, nothing here signals difficulty, risk, or anomaly. The
document performs authority cleanly and without excess. It names, dates,
and delimits.

Read this page as a framing device rather than a message.
Attend to what is defined, and to what is left for other documents to carry.
For now, it should be treated as a reference, not an anchor.

The document appears intact. There are no stamps, signatures, or
annotations.

Scans are presented as recovered.
A procedural note.

This document is doing a large amount of stabilizing work early in the
archive. Its calmness, clarity, and bureaucratic confidence establish a
reading posture that later materials will rely on —and strain against.

It is important not to retroactively load this document with significance it
does not yet claim. The pressure it exerts emerges only in relation to other
records.

For now, its function is positional rather than evidentiary.

If you find yourself wanting it to mean more, note that impulse. It will
recur.

11
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CREDIT AUTHORIZATION (1937)

Document type: Authorization de crédit
Origin: Commission des Missions Scientifiques

Date: 1937
Language: French

This document formalizes the financial authorization for the
1937 mission.

Issued in February 1937, it specifies the mandate, duration,
and institutional conditions under which funds were released.
The language is procedural and measured, emphasizing
reconnaissance, comparative survey, and logistical
coordination.

Nothing in this authorization suggests uncertainty. The mission
is presented as limited, contained, and routine. The tone
presumes that administrative clarity is sufficient preparation.

Read this document in relation to the letterhead released
previously.

Notice how authority shifts from identification to obligation.
Later materials will test the adequacy of these assumptions.
Internal observation

The document is structurally dense: mandate, conditions,
duration, and reporting obligations are all specified with
precision.

At the same time, it refers to several annexed materials —
presentation note, provisional budget, and a nominative list of
the mission —that are not present here.

What survives is the authorisation itself, detached from the
documentation meant to justify and operationalise it.

13
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TELEGRAM (1937)

Document type: Telegram
Origin: Regional logistics service (Mission archéologique
franco—soviétique [presumed])

Date: 1937
Language: French

This telegram concerns logistical delays during the early phase
of the mission.

Routed through established administrative channels, it reports
difficulties in provisioning and transport. On its face, it is a
routine communication: brief, practical, and narrowly focused

on supply.
This is the first document in the archive to register friction,

though not yet meaning. No interpretation is offered, and none
1s required at this stage.

Read the telegram for what it records, not for what 1t might
foreshadow.

Pay attention to compression, urgency, and what the format
excludes.

For now, it remains a logistical note.

The telegram is terse and formulaic, yet it carries two dates: the
sending date (27 March 1937) and a later registration stamp at
Samarcand (30 March 1937).

The gap is small but consequential, occurring within a mission
whose authorized period is already narrow.

No subsequent telegrarn resolving the dela_y survives here.
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TYPOLOGY MEMO (1951)

Document type: Internal memo

Origin: Department of Ancient Cultures of Central Asia,
Institute of Archaeology, Academy of Sciences of the USSR
Date: 1951

Language: Russian

This memorandum records a Soviet re-examination of
archaeological materials attributed to the 1937 Franco—Soviet
reconnaissance expedition.

It concludes that several ceramic objects cannot be confidently
assigned to established regional typologies and recommends
provisional classification pending further data.

Internal observation

The language of the memo is orderly but defensive. Rather
than forcing attribution, it creates a holding category designed
to absorb anomaly without revising the broader classificatory
framework.

Notably, even this provisional grouping is described as
unstable: certain objects resist consistent placement even
within the conditional category.

The memo closes by declaring further clarification impossible
at the present time.

17
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MISSION ROSTER (1937)

Document type: Personnel roster

Origin: Mission archéologique franco—soviétique
Date: 1937

Language: French

This document lists personnel declared for the Franco—-Soviet
archaeological mission to the Zeravshan region.

It distinguishes between the French delegation, the Soviet
delegation, and local assistants.

The page explicitly notes that the list is provisional and subject
to later modification.
Additional note

This page 1s less a list than a snapshot taken mid-adjustment.

What interests me here is not who appears, but how tentatively
they appear: crossed-out names, altered titles, provisional
language, and the final warning that presence itself may later
be contested.

Read alongside the earlier authorisation and the provisioning
delay, this roster suggests a mission whose human

configuration was still unsettled at the moment it was supposed

to begin.
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TRANSMISSION SLIP WITH OMITTED ANNEX (1937)

Document type: administrative, transmission slip
Origin: Mission archéologique franco—soviétique (although
entirely unclear)

Date: 1937
Language: French

A small administrative file closes the season.

At first glance, just a routing slip, a carbon copy, a note about
circulation. Nothing announces anything of importance. And
yet it records something new in the archive: a set of
photographs from a descent passage appears to have been
handled separately from the ordinary file.

The photographs themselves are no longer present. What
remains is this trace of a decision about them.

Up to now, the surviving documents have mostly suggested the
familiar ravages of time: delays, gaps, partial records,
institutional wear and tear. Here, for the first time, the archive
hints that at least one absence may not be accidental.

This matters because it Changes the nature of the gap. What
survives is not the missing material itself, but a small paper trail
around it: the suggestion that certain passage photographs
were copied, routed, and held apart from the ordinary file. The
annex is gone. The photographs are gone. This administrative
trace 1s all that remains, at least for now.

Held against the first five documents, this is the first one that
makes the archive feel less passively damaged and more
actively managed.

21
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A few things come into view at once. First, the photographs
existed as a distinct group, not as incidental plates buried in a
broader visual record. Second, the surviving paperwork implies
comparison, duplication, and delayed or limited circulation.
Third, because the subject 1s a marked descent passage, the
restriction touches not a peripheral detail but a location
presumably close to the site’s interpretive essence or pressure.

This does not yet amount to some sort of theory of
concealment. But it does make innocence harder to assume.

The important thing, at this stage, is not to overread. We do not
know whether the images were withheld because they were
unclear, disturbing, politically awkward, methodologically
inconvenient, or in conflict with another account. We know
only that the administrative record preserves the shape of an
intervention while the thing intervened upon has vanished.

That asymmetry is new.

23
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FIELD NOTEBOOK FRAGMENT (1937)

Document type: field document, fragment from notebook
Origin: Unattributed (perhaps/probably Delon), Mission
archéologique franco—soviétique

Date: 1937
Language: French

A slight document for this first drop of the new season: a torn

field-notebook page dated 27 April 1937.

On its surface, it is practical and unadorned. Wind, dust, light
conditions, a few measurements, a note on the passage wall.
But one sentence matters more than the others: the marks seen
that morning do not correspond exactl_y to the tracing made the
day before. That is a small discrepancy, written in a working
hand, without commentary or alarm. Precisely for that reason,
for me, it carries weight.

After the previous document, this fragment reads differently
than it otherwise might have. We now know that certain
photographs of the passage were held back before duplication.
Here, for the first time in field rather than administrative
language, we see the instability itself begin to register on site.

English translation for the fragment:

Stronger wind from 9 o’clock.
Dust carried back into the passage.

Resumed photographs and tracing
below the first masonry level.

Visible opening: approx. 0.64 m.
Left wall friable.

Dark deposit in several recesses.
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Marks visible only intermittently,
depending on the angle
of the lamp.

The passage does not descend straight;
it bends slightly left,

then narrows.

The incisions recorded this morning
do not correspond entirely
to the tracing resumed yesterda_y.

To be reviewed before printing.

Three things are worth holding together here.

First, the page confirms that the passage was being worked in a
practical, repetitive way: viewed, measured, traced, then
reviewed again under different conditions. This was not a
single glance or an anecdotal impression. The mission was
returning to the same evidence and finding that 1t would not
settle.

Second, the note places instability at the level of perception
itself. The marks are only visible “by moments,” depending on
the lamp angle. That matters. It means discrepancy may have
arisen not only from interpretation, but from the conditions
under which the passage could be seen at all. The archive’s
later contradictions may begin here, in the friction between
trace and visibility.

Third, the final line anticipates the significance of the withheld
photographs. If the marks did not correspond exactly to the
earlier tracing, then visual documentation would become
unusually important. And if visual documentation later

disappears from ordinary circulation, that disappearance is no

longer neutral. The notebook does not prove suppression. But

it sharpens the field in which suppression becomes imaginable.

27
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PHOTOGRAPHIC ENVELOPE (1937?)

Document type: Photographic envelope
Origin: Mission archéologique franco—soviétique
Date: unknown

Language: French

English language translations:

dleeve proper:

Franco-Soviet Archaeological Mission — Zeravshan Sector
Photographic Materials

Provisional filing

Descent passage — views 3 to 7

penctl markings:
prints missing
see separate circulation

At first glance, this 1s a very minor survival: a photographic
envelope (based on impressions, presumably for slides), labeled
for a set of views, now empty. It does not give us the images. It
does not even tell us with complete confidence what those
images showed. But it matters because it turns a previously
inferred absence into a physical fact within the archive.

Until now, the missing photographs have hovered beyond
reach. Document 6 suggested that certain images from the
descent passage were handled separately, restricted before the_y
could enter ordinary circulation, and detached from the main
descriptive file. That was already enough to change the feel of
the archive. This sleeve goes further. It gives us the place
where at least some of those images were supposed to be.

That is important. Archives do not only preserve contents; they
preserve expectations. A labeled envelope like this promises

29
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that something was once assembled, counted, and held in some
sort of order. When the contents are gone but the container
remains, what survives is not the evidence itself but the
administrative outline of evidence. We are left with a record of
handling, sequence, and intended custody, but not with the
material that would justify any of it.

This is one of the first moments in the project where absence
stops feeling accidental. Not because the sleeve proves
deliberate removal on its own, because of course it doesn't. But
because it shows the archive continuing to suggest the shape of
something unknown. That is a different kind of clue. It tells us
that the record has not merely thinned with time. It has been
left unevenly intact.

For now, that's enough. We do not know whether the missing
images showed the descent passage, the marked walls, the
chamber threshold, or something that confused the filing from
the outset. But we can say this: the archive 'knows' that
photographs existed, and 'remembers' it materially. That, in a
project like this, is not nothing. It is the beginning--perhaps--of
a pattern.

Additional thoughts

An empty container is never neutral in an archive. It performs
a very particular kind of work. It tells us that something once
occupied a place within a structure of custody, and it continues
to assert that place even after the thing itself has vanished. In
that sense, the envelope is not only evidence of loss. It is a
machine for producing an afterimage of order.

That makes this document especially valuable for
reconstruction. Had the photographs disappeared without
leaving any trace of storage or handling, we might assume only
the ordinary attrition of time: war, neglect, bad filing, damp,
institutional indifference. But the envelope complicates that

easier explanation. It says: here was a unit, here was a
grouping, here was a sequence of images treated as related
material. The archive did not forget them entirely. It forgot
them selectively.

Selective forgetting is one of the archive’s most revealing
gestures. It leaves behind enough scaffolding to confirm that
something existed, but not enough substance to let that thing
be read securely. This is why the envelope feels more charged
than an ordinary missing item. Like the missing impressions
visible on it, its emptiness is shaped. It bears the contour of
procedure.

Seen from that angle, this envelope sits very close to document
6. The circulation note introduced the possibility that certain
views were diverted from ordinary descriptive handling. This
document suggests what that diversion may have looked like
on the ground: the maintenance of outward filing practice
alongside the disappearance of contents. In other words, the
archive goes on behaving as an archive even after its materials
have begun to thin in suspicious ways.
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PLAN FRAGMENTS: UPPER CHAMBER / DESCENT
SECTOR (1937)

Document type: Map fragments

Origin: Mission archéologique franco—soviétique (attribution
unclear; perhaps Delon and Vaubelle??)

Date: 1937 (fragment b, perhaps a later reconstruction?)
Language: French

The two fragments reproduced here appear, at first glance, to
belong to the same problem.

Both concern the upper chamber; both indicate some kind of
lower feature: both preserve the language of field uncertainty:
incomplete survey, uncertain orientation, possible access,
possible passage.

But they do not agree.

Fragment A is the more controlled. It presents the chamber as
something close to a rectilinear architectural space: walls,
blockage, rubble, and an indicated lower passage. It looks like
an effort to make the chamber behave as a plan, as something
real and present.

Fragment B is different. The chamber becomes irregular,
almost bodily in outline. The labels shift. The lower feature 1s
no longer marked as passage inférieur ? but accés inférieur

? The orientation is explicitly marked as unverified. A later
note adds that it does not correspond to survey D-3.

This is the first real spatial contradiction in the archive.

The problem is not simply that one fragment is clearer than the
other. The problem is that both seem to preserve serious
attempts to describe the same space —and yet they do not show
the same room.
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An empty photograph sleeve tells us something is missing.

These maps do something more difficult: they show us
something that survived, but survived in a manner which
renders the reality they represent one of contestation.

The important thing about these fragments is that neither one
looks obviously incompetent.

Fragment A has the authority of measurement. It uses graph
paper, rectilinear walls, hatching, rubble notation, a north
arrow, a partial scale. It belongs to the visual language of
survey: the chamber is made legible by being reduced to lines.

Fragment B has a different authority. It looks less finished, but
not less serious. It reads like a copied sketch or later
reconstruction, possibly from memory or from a damaged
original. Its irregular outline may indicate uncertainty, but it
may also preserve something Fragment A has suppressed:
perhaps, the chamber’s resistance to clean geometry.

That is a/the(?) central tension.

Fragment A may be more orderly because it is more accurate.
Or it may be more orderly because it has already corrected the
room into a usable, even expected, shape.

Fragment B may be less reliable because its orientation 1s
uncertain. Or it may be more honest about the conditions
under which the chamber was actually seen.

The archive does not —of course —tell us which possibility to
prefer.

Instead, it places two acts of looking beside one another and
asks us to notice something else: the damage that can be
produced by making space legible. The lower feature shifts.
The chamber shape shifts. The descriptive vocabulary shifts.

What appeared to be a mapping problem is already becoming a
problem of interpretation.

The room has not become impossible. But it is certainly not
behaving.

These fragments should not be read as alternate versions of a
solved problem, of a solved plan.

Rather, I think they should be read as evidence of plan-making
under pressure.

The first fragment gives us a chamber that can still be
disciplined: squared, bounded, oriented, marked. Its lower
feature 1s labelled pasage inférieur ?—lower passage. That
phrase suggests continuation. It imagines the feature as
something one might move through, even if the question mark
keeps that movement uncertain.

The second fragment changes the terms. Here we have accés
tnférieur ?—lower access. That is not quite the same thing. An
access 1s a point of entry, perhaps even a permission. It does
not guarantee passage. It may indicate a threshold rather than
a corridor.

The distinction matters because the maps also disagree visually.
Fragment A places the lower feature in relation to a more
stable wall system. Fragment B places it in a more unstable
chamber, a space whose very outline appears negotiated rather
than measured.

Then the later annotation interrupts:
does not correspond to survey D-3
That note is certainly not a resolution. It is another fracture.

It tells us that the disagreement was noticed. Someone
compared the fragments. Someone tried to cross-check them
against another survey. But the act of comparison did not
repair the record. It merely created another reference point,
another missing authority: D-3.

So the fragments form a triangle of instability:
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There is Fragment A. There is Fragment B. And there is the

absent survey against which one of them apparently fails.

That absent third document now exerts pressure on both
surviving fragments.

The archive is thickening: multiplying the conditions under

which a map could be doubted.

37



38

TRANSLATION NOTE (1951)

Document type: Soviet translation note concerning labels on
plan fragments

Origin: Institute for the History of Material Culture, Central
Asian Sector

Collation Date: 17/09/1951
Attributed signature: N. Korotkova
Language: Russian, French terms

Source status: partial copy / internal review note
Associated materials: plan fragments in previous release

English translation:

ACADEMY OF SCIENCES OF THE USSR
Institute for the History of Material Culture
Central Asian Sector

NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

File: Zeravshan Expedition, 1937
Material: plan fragments, Sector 11
Date: 17/1X/1951

On Fragment A, the French label reads:
“passage inférieur ?”

On Fragment B:

“accés inférieur ?”

In the preliminary Russian translation, both instances
have been rendered identically:

“lower mouth ?”

This rendering appears inaccurate.

39



40

“Passage” should be distinguished from “acces.”
The first permits translation as “passage” or “corridor.”
p p g
. «“
The second is closer to “access” or “entrance.”
In both cases, the question mark must be preserved.
q P

The word “mouth” is not a neutral architectural designation.
However, on the reverse of one sheet there is a note reading
“mouth downward,” apparently written in another hand.

Until the source of the note has been clarified, the term should
not be definitively replaced.

N. Korotkova

This document follows directly from the two plan fragments
previously released.

Those fragments already disagreed in obvious ways: the shape
of the chamber shifts, the lower feature appears in different
positions, and the orientation of at least one drawing 1s openly
marked as uncertain. But there is another disagreement, and
perhaps easier to miss.

They do not name the lower feature in the same way.
On one fragment, the label reads:

passage tnféreeur ?

On the other:

accéds inférieur ?

In English, these can be rendered as : A lower passage? and A
lower access?

Neither term is secure, note the question marks on the original
plans. Both belong to the cautious language of people trying to
describe something not entirely understood.

The Soviet note reproduced here catches that uncertainty at
the level of translation. In the preliminary Russian rendering,

the two French labels appear to have been reduced to a single
phrase:

HIDKHEE yCTbe !
Literally: lower mouth.

That may seem like a small change. It is the kind of change that
can happen in any archive: a translator chooses one word, a
classifier repeats it, a later reader accepts the repetition as
evidence of consistency.

But the consistency 1s artificial, or at least constructed.

This document matters for our project because it shows the
archive changing shape in the act of being handled.

A passage becomes an access; an access becomes a mouth.
A question mark remains, but something behind it has begun to

shift.

Additional note

The problem is not simply that one word has been
mistranslated.

The problem is that two different French labels —passage
tnférieur ? and accés inférieur ?— have been made to agree too
quickly.

Fragment A gives us a possible lower passage. Fragment B
gives us a possible lower access. Neither label is secure. Both
carry a question mark. The Soviet rendering collapses them
into a single phrase: nuxnee ycroe ?

Literally, this can be read as “lower mouth.”

That is not impossible. Russian ycrbe can refer to the mouth of
a river, the outlet of a channel, or the opening of a cave or
hollow. It is defensible. But it is not cleanly architectural. It
brings with it another set of associations: channel, aperture,
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emergence, entry, or discharge, or discharge. Something
perhaps more organic, or alive.

Korotkova's objection is therefore precise. She does not say the
word 1s false. She says the reduction is premature.

That matters.

A passage 1s not quite an access. An access 1s not quite an
entrance. A mouth is not quite an opening. And none of these
terms can be made innocent once the maps themselves have
already failed to agree.

The note does not solve the problem left by the previous
release. If anything, it makes it worse.

This note should be read beside the contradiction between the
two plans, not after it.

The map fragments showed a spatial problem: the chamber
seemed to shift. The fragments did not agree on the position of
the lower feature, the shape of the room, or the reliability of
orientation. This document shows that the same instability (and
potential problem) has entered language.

The lower feature is not stable as a location. It is not stable as a
term.

Passage.
Access.
Entrance.

Aperture.
Mouth.

Each word proposes a different relationship between the upper
chamber and what lies below. A passage implies traversal. An
access implies permission or entry. An entrance implies
intention. An aperture implies material opening. A mouth
implies something more difficult to contain: an opening that
receives, emits, or belongs to a body or channel.

The danger 1s not that one of these words reveals the truth.

The danger is that each one participates in building a different
tomb.

Korotkova's hesitation 1s therefore methodologically important.
She does not simply replace the Russian term with a better one.
She preserves the disputed word while marking the translation
as unstable. That is a very particular kind of scholarly refusal.
She is not solving the problem. She is preventing the solution
from becoming too clean.

The most troubling element is the note she cites but does not
reproduce: ycrbe BHu3 — “mouth downward” — apparently
written on the reverse of one of the sheets, in another hand.

That unseen reverse side becomes a third pressure point.

There are the maps we can see. There is the translation note we
can read. And then, well then, there 1s another annotation,
somewhere invisible to us, that may have shaped the translation

before anyone fully understood its force or importance
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ORAL ARCHIVE FRAGMENT (1974)

Document type: Zeravshan District Oral Archive Fragment,
Recorded testimony attributed to “M. K.”

Origin: Collected during a regional oral-history survey; exact
village unconfirmed.

Original medium: field cassette, later copied.

Date: 1974
Language: Uzbek, with Russian interview prompts.

This recorded fragment comes from a later oral-history,
apparently made in the Zeravshan district in the mid-1970s.
Unlike the previous materials, it does not come from the 1937
mission file, nor from the Soviet typological apparatus that
later tried to contain it.

A witness, identified only as “M. K.” in the surviving recording,

recalls what his father claimed to have seen, or, more precisely,
what his father claimed to have been brought near. The
distinction between the two matters. The speaker resists the
interviewer’s terminology almost immediately. “Tomb” is
rejected as an imposed word. “Statue” is corrected. “Passage”
fails. “Queen” is accepted, but only as the easier formulation.

This 1s the first major fragment in the archive that does not
behave like institutional evidence.

It doesn’t map or classify. Rather, it offers a sort of
remembering.

And memory, here, does not clarify the record. It complicates
1t.
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Several details appear to brush against earlier materials: the
first chamber as a false or misleading space; the descent
passage; the marks that are “not writing” but not simply
natural; the seated ﬁgure; the uncertain removal of an object;
the blocked space beyond the chamber proper. But none of
these in this recording are delivered as confirmation. They
arrive altered by time and memory, and family lore.

The result is not corroboration, exactly.
It 1s pressure.

The archive has now opened a second memory stream: not the
official record of those who entered, but the inherited speech of
those who stood near the entrance, carried rope, held lamps,
and like all such people, remember what others later preferred
to name, and perhaps claim.

The recording has been preserved here in translated transcript
form. The audio version retains the interview structure and the
mixed Uzbek/Russian exchange of the surviving copy.

As always, contradictions have not been corrected.

Archive ref.: ZER/ORAL/74-11-B (Soviet designation)
Original medium: magnetic tape, copied from field cassette
Language: Uzbek, with intermittent Russian prompts

Translation notes: Several terms are unstable. The speaker
appears to use a local place-name or descriptive phrase that
may be rendered as “hollow,” “mouth,” “lower place,” or “old
opening.” The word translated here as “queen” may also mean
“mistress,” “lady,” or “the one who sits.”

You can listen to the reconstructed interview here: recording.

TRANSCRIPT

INTERVIEWER: Please say again what your father saw.

WITNESS:
My father did not say he saw it.

He said he was brought near it.
INTERVIEWER: Near the tomb?

WITNESS:
Not a tomb. That is your word.

[pause]

There was a place in the hill.

The stone had opened after winter.

Goats found it first. Or boys. I was told both.
INTERVIEWER: And the foreigners entered?
WITNESS:

The men with papers entered.

The woman with the black box also entered.
INTERVIEWER: A camera?

WITNESS:
Yes. The black box. She covered her head with cloth.

She was not afraid of the dark.

My father was young then. He carried rope, water, lamps. He
said the first room was nothing. Stones, dust, wrong walls.

INTERVIEWER: Wrong walls?

WITNESS:
Walls that did not know each other.

[pause]
One part old. One part newer. One part put there to lie.
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INTERVIEWER: To conceal something?

WITNESS:
To make people stop.

Below it was a throat in the stone. Narrow. Not straight. It
turned.

He said a man could go down facing forward, but he would
come out turned around in his thoughts.

INTERVIEWER: Was there writing?

WITNESS:
They argued about that.

The Russian woman said: “Not writing.” Then she said: “Not
not-writing.”
[short laugh]

That 1s how learned people speak when a thing 1s watching
them.

There were marks on the wall. Some cut. Some made by
smoke. Some made by hands.

My father said the wall was soft in places, like old bread after
rain.

INTERVIEWER: Did he describe the second chamber?

WITNESS:
He would not describe it at night.

INTERVIEWER: But he described it to you?

WITNESS:
Once. When he was old. When he had fever.

[long pause]

He said the air changed before the room. Not cold. Not warm.

Changed.
Like entering a house after someone has died, but before
anyone has said it.

There was a seated one.
INTERVIEWER: A statue?
WITNESS:

You call it statue. He called it the one who remained.
INTERVIEWER: Female?

WITNESS:
Yes. No.

Everyone said queen because that 1s easier.
INTERVIEWER: Easier than what?

WITNESS:
Than saying she was not finished being dead.

Her face was gone. Not broken. Taken away.
INTERVIEWER: By whom?

WITNESS:
By time. By men. By herself.

There are many thieves.

[pause]

My father said no one should look long where the face had
been.

INTERVIEWER: Why?

WITNESS:
Because the place looks back.

There were bowls. Not bowls. Things like bowls.

Clay, black, red, grey. Some had marks like counting, but not
counting.

One of the foreigners held one too long.
INTERVIEWER: Which foreigner?

WITNESS:
The thin man. The one who coughed. Or the woman.

49



50

My father changed this when he told it.
INTERVIEWER: Changed it?
WITNESS:

Sometimes the man took it. Sometimes the woman hid it.
Sometimes no one took it, but afterward it was gone.

Behind the seated one there was another place.
INTERVIEWER: A passage?

WITNESS:
No. A refusal.

INTERVIEWER: I don’t understand.
WITNESS:

A stone that was also a door.

A door that did not agree.

On the oral fragment and the problem of inherited witness

This 1s the first document in the sequence where the archive
stops pretending that evidence belongs only to institutions.

Until now, the materials have largely moved through
recognizable systems of authority: ministry stationery,
expedition logistics, typological notes, maps, translation
memos, photographic handling. Even when those systems
failed, they failed in official forms. Their breakdown remained
bureaucratic.

This fragment 1s different.

The speaker is not a member of the expedition. He is not an
archaeologist, photographer, epigrapher, or administrator. He
speaks as the son of someone who was brought near the site
and later carried the experience forward in fragments. That
distance is crucial. This is not eyewitness testimony in the clean
legal sense. It is inherited witness: memory carried through
another's voice.

That makes it less stable.
It may also make it harder to dismiss.

The speaker repeatedly refuses the interviewer’s categories.
The place is “not a tomb.” The seated figure is not a statue. The
space behind her is not a passage but “a refusal.” The most
important terms do not translate cleanly because the archive is
trying to pull local speech into institutional shape after the fact.

That pressure is the real document.
Several points matter for the reconstruction:

First, the so-called outer chamber is remembered as
deliberately misleading. Not merely damaged, not merely
poorly understood, but arranged to make people stop.

Second, the marks in the descent passage are remembered
through the argument around them. The witness does not tell
us what they are. He tells us that the learned people could not
keep them inside one category.

Third, the seated figure is recalled through negation: not statue,
not simply woman, not safely dead. “Queen” appears as a
convenience, not a solution.

Fourth, the missing object remains unstable. The father’s story
changes: sometimes the coughing man takes it, sometimes the
woman hides it, sometimes no one takes it and it is simply gone.
This 1s not a clean accusation. It is a pattern of disappearance
attaching itself to the people nearest the chamber.

Finally, the blocked space behind the figure is given a
formulation that will matter later: “the queen’s true house.” The
witness immediately asks that this not be written down. Not
because it is false, but because writing would make it seem

found.

That line may be the most important in the fragment.
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To write of something can diminish it, make it smaller. And
more importantly, perhaps the subject of the interview
understood that recording something runs the risk of confusing
proximity and knowledge for possession.

For our purposes, this oral account does not solve the chamber.
It does something more useful and more dangerous: it shows
that the institutional archive was never the only archive. There
were other custodians of the event.

The formal record has begun to lose its monopoly.
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NOTE CONCERNING UNRECONCILED MATERIALS
(1951

Document type: Internal memo

Origin: Academy of Sciences of the USSR (Institute for the
History of Material Culture)
Date: 1951

Language: Russian
English translation from the Russian:

ACADEMY OF SCIENCES OF THE USSR
Institute for the History of Material Culture
Central Asia Section

File: Zeravshan Expedition, 1937

Material: plan fragments and translation notes
Archival no.: ZER/37-11/add.
Date: 22/1X/1951

INTERNAL NOTE
concerning the routing of materials
In connection with the review of supplementary materials

relating to the Zeravshan Expedition file, the following
procedure for storage and routing is prescribed:

1. Plan fragments A and B are to remain within the file, but
are not to be included in the general album of plans
pending further verification of designations.

2. The translation note of 17/1X/1951 is to be attached to

both fragments. Independent circulation of the note 1s
not to be permitted.
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3. In working extracts, the question marks following the
designations “lower passage” and “lower access” are to be
preserved. Replacement of the indicated terms by a
single designation is not recommended.

4. The sheet bearing the annotations of N. K. Korotkova is
to be removed from the working folder and kept with the
file in a sealed enclosure pending further instruction.

5. Copies of fragments containing arrow designations
toward the lower section are to be made only with the
authorization of the section head.

6. No summary is to be prepared until the terminology has
been reconciled.

Forwarded to:

— section working folder
— translation desk

— archival cabinet no. 3

Prepared by: junior research associate A. M. Selivanov
Signature:

[handwritten marginal note]
Do not widen the circle of review.

This note is small. That is partly what makes it powerful.

It doesn't describe the tomb, nor mention the Queen. It doesn't
offer a discovery, a theory, or even a clear administrative
decision. Instead, it records the movement of papers: where
certain fragments should be sent, which materials should
remain attached, which annotations should not circulate
independently, and which terms should not yet be treated as
stable and official.

In other words, it shows bureaucracy doing what bureaucracy
does when evidence becomes troublesome: not suppressing,
exactly; but not clarifying, either. What we see here 1s routing,
holding, separating, and most worrisome, delaying.

The materials referenced here appear to concern the same
unresolved cluster we have been hovering about: the
conflicting map fragments, the translation problem

around passage inférieur and accés inférieur, and at least one
annotation attributed to N. Korotkova. What matters with all
of this, and certainly now with this document, 1s that someone
understood they had become problems.

The most telling instruction comes near the end:
Do not prepare a summary untdl the terminology has been reconciled.
It sounds careful, even responsible.

But by this point in the archive, “terminology” is no longer a
neutral matter. The words are failing because the thing they are
meant to describe has begun to exceed available categories
available for 'proper' categorization. Passage // or // access.

Chamber // or // recess. Object // or // figure. Survey // or //

warning.

The archive hasn't yet broken. But, I think it 1s clear, that it has
begun to file away within itself its own anxiety.

Additional thoughts

What interests me here 1s not simply that the archive 1s
confused.

Confusion can be honest. A map can fail because the chamber
was difficult to measure. A translation can waver because one
language refuses to sit cleanly inside another. A witness can
contradict another because memory is unstable, because fear
alters the way we see things and sequence things, because fifty
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years 1s a long time to carry a story without it becoming
something different.

This note feels at odds with this sort of positive reading.

It is not confusion. It is management. And those are two very
different things.

By 1951, the Zeravshan materials have already passed out of
the field and into institutional afterlife. They are no longer
being excavated; they are being handled, translated, compared,
stored, restricted, and administratively neutralized. The
language of this note is almost aggressively ordinary: attach
this, do not circulate that, preserve the question marks, remove
the annotation sheet, do not copy without permission, do not
summarize yet.

Nothing in it sounds like panic.
Which is why it sort of does.

The most revealing gesture may be the instruction to remove
Korotkova’s annotated sheet from the working folder and keep
it sealed with the file. Not destroyed. Or denied. Not even
formally classified. Simply separated from ordinary use. That is
a very particular kind of archival violence: the document
remains, but its capacity to act on the rest of the file is reduced.

This matters because Korotkova has been one of the few
figures in the record willing to resist premature assimilation.
She does not seem to want the marks, plans, or terms forced
into a stable system before the evidence can bear it. In earlier
materials, that resistance still appeared scholarly. Here, we see
the institution beginning to treat it as a problem of circulation.

The repeated concern with terminology is equally important.
“Lower passage” and “lower access” may sound like minor
translation variants, but the note insists that they not be
collapsed into a single term. At one level, this is philological
caution. At another, it suggests perhaps that the lower area
itself has become administratively dangerous. A passage

implies movement through. An access implies entry into.
Neither is neutral.

And then there 1s the final instruction, and it may be the
sentence around which the entire document and its
implications turn.

A summary would create coherence. It would tell the
institution what the file “means.” It would convert fragments
into framework. But the terminology cannot be reconciled
because the underlying object of description remains unstable.
The archive wants a category before it narrative. The materials
refuse to provide one.

So the file is routed instead.

That is the bureaucratic brilliance of the note. It does not
suppress the problem by naming it forbidden. It suppresses the
problem by keeping it in motion: from working folder to
translation desk, from translation desk to cabinet, from
annotation sheet to sealed enclosure, from evidence to
procedure.

The archive is delaying.
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