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MY3bIKA, MUOTEP X KAHA TOOJIOP: KbIPTBbI3CTAHZIAI'bI KEYUIMOH/I6P 3CTETHKACDI
MUSIC, MYTHS, AND MOUNTAINS: NOMAD AESTHETICS IN KYRGYZSTAN
MY3bIKA, MU®bI U I'OPbI: 3CTETHKA KOYEBHHUKOB B KbIPT'bI3CTAHE

Abstract. Mountains have preserved an outstanding cultural diversity because of their difficult
accessibility. Despite high levels of cultural diversity among populations and ethnic groups over short
distances, mountain people suffer from isolation, both from one another and from the rest of the
world. Cultures can vary tremendously from one mountain valley to another; languages and artistic
expressions, such as music and dance, and even entire sets of values and religious belief systems, may
differ from one village to another within the same mountain range. In a rapidly globalizing world we
must be particularly concerned with protecting cultural diversity, promoting cultural pluralism, and
preserving tangible and intangible cultural heritage of mountainous regions.

This paper examines the mountain music of Kyrgyzstan and provides us with new insights in whi-
ch both music and myths help us to understand one of the montane peoples and cultures in Central
Asia. This paper also reveals how symbolic meanings and values of mountain music are constituted
into what is considered the “Kyrgyz” element in mountain music and it helps to construct a broader
understanding of cultural issues concerning ‘music, myths, and mountains.
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AHHoTanuA. Toosop *eTyyre KbliblH 60JITOH/JOH y/aM 3H COHYH MaJJaHW#l Kel TYpPAYYIYKTY
caktan KajiraH. JKakblH apajarbl KaJKTap MeHeH OSTHUKaJbIK TONTOPAYH MaJaHul ap
TYPAYY/AYTYHYH JKOTOPKY JeHraa/luHe KapabacTaH, TOOJyKTap OMpU-OMpUHEH Ja, AYWHeHYH
KaJiraH 6e/IyTYHeH /1a 06040JIOHYY/1aH Jkamna yeruieT. BUp TOo epeeHYH/ery ’aHa 3KUHYUCHUH/er !
MaZaHUATTap ap TYPAYY 60/yuly MYMKYH; My3blka »aHa GUH CbIAKTYY THUJJep KaHa KepKeM
ce3 aWKaJbIITapbl, aTyrya 6aaayyJyKTapAblH JKaHa AWHUH HIIeHUMJEepAUH TYTyMJapbIHbIH
OYTYH/ e TONTOMY 6D 3Jie TOO KbIpKachIH/Iarel 6Up alblI[aH 3KUHYHY allblila ailbIpMaaHblIIIbl
MYMKYH. Te3 aajaM/jauibin aTKaH JAyiHeAe 6M3 e3reye MaJaHUM Kell TYPAYYAYKTY KOProoro,
MaZlaHU# MIIPaJU3M/AH KaWbLITYyTa, TOOJNYY allMaKTap/blH MaTepHa//blK ’aHa MaTepHaIAbIK
3Mec Ma/laHUH MypacTapblH CaKTOOTO KaM Kepyuy6y3 kepek. Byn aMrek KbiprelacTaHZbIlH TOO
My3bIKacblH U3WJJeN, My3blka MeHeH MUpTepAuH Bop6opayk A3usajarbl TOO 3J[iepUHUH KaHa
MaJlaHUATTAapbIHBIH GUPUH TYLWIYHYYTe KapAaM 6epreH »KaHbl TYIIYHYKTepAy 6epeT. Byn amrek
OLIOH/ION 3JIe TOO MY3bIKaChIH/ATb] «KbIPTbI3» 3JIEMEHTH KaTapbl 3CeNTe/reH TOO My3blKAaChIHbIH
CMMBOJIAYK MaaHWJlepd MeHeH 6aa/yy/lyKTapbl KaHJalya KaMTbUITaHbIH avybin GepeT jaHa
«My3blKa, MUPTep KaHa TOOJOpro» 6GalJaHBIITYY MaJaHUN MacenenepAu KeHUPH TYLIYHYYTe
}Kap/am 6epet.

Heruaru ce3jep: My3blka; MU}Tep; TO0JIOP; KOUMEH 3CTeTHKachl; MajlaHWH Mypac; Kbip-
TbI3CTaH.

AHHoTanuA. [opbl coXpaHW/IM BblJawlleecs Ky/JAbTypHOe pasHoobpa3ue WH3-3a CBoel
TPYAHOAOCTYMHOCTH. HecMOTpA Ha BbICOKMI YypoBeHb KyJbTYpPHOro pa3Hoo6pa3usa cpeau
6IMKalIUX HaceJleHUH M 3THUYeCKUX FPYII, TOPHbIe Hapo/ibl CTPAJa0T OT U30JALHH KaK JAPYT OT
Jlpyra, TaK U OT OCTaAbHOTr0 MUpa. Ky/JIbTypbl 0/JHON FOPHOM JOJMHBI MOTYT CUJIBHO pa3/IndaThCs OT
ZIpyTOMH; A3bIKU U Xy/10’keCTBEeHHbIe BhIpaXKeHHU s, TaKHe KaK My3bIKa M TaHIbI, ¥ Jjaxe 1ieJible Habopbl
LleHHOCTel ¥ peJIMTUO3HbIX BePOBAaHUH OZIHOM [lepeBHU MOTYT pa3au4aThcs OT APYroi B Npejesiax
Jlaxke 0ffHOT0 ropHoro xpe6Ta. B 6b1cTpo r106aiu3upyoLeMcs MUpe Mbl JOJDKHbBI 6bITh 0CO6EHHO
06ecrnoKoeHbl 3alUTONH KyJAbTYPHOT0 pa3Ho06pa3us, NpoJBUKeHHeM KyJbTYPHOro IJ0paau3Ma
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Y cOXpaHeHHeM MaTepUaJibHOTO U HeMaTepUabHOTO KyJbTYyPHOT0 HacJle/1usl TOPHbBIX perMOHOB. B
3TOH cTaTbe paccMaTpUBaeTcs ropHas My3blka KbIpreiacTaHa M JaloTca HOBbIe H/leH, B KOTOPBIX U
My3blKa, U MU(}bI MOMOTalOT HaM MOHATb OJIMH U3 TOPHBIX HAPOJ0B U KyAbTyp LleHTpanbHOM A3UK.
B 3Toi1 cTaThe Takke pacKpbIBaeTcsl, KAK CMUMBOJIMYECKUe 3HAYeHUdA U [[eHHOCTH FOPHOM MY3bIKU
(GOPMUPYIOTCA B TOM, YTO CYMTAETCH «KbIPTBI3CKMM» 3JIEMEHTOM B TOPHOM MY3bIKe, U 3TO IOMOTaeT
copMHupoBaTh 6oJee IMPOKOe MOHUMaHUe KYJIbTYPHBIX BONPOCOB, KACALIUXCA «My3bIKH, MU(DOB
u rop». K/iloueBble c/10Ba: My3blKa; MUQbI; TOpPbI; 3CTeTUKA KOYeBHUKOB; Ky/JbTYpHOe Hac/le/He;

KbIpreiacras.

This paper examines the mountain music of
Kyrgyzstan and provides us with new insights
in which both music and myths help us to
understand one of the montane peoples and
cultures in Central Asia. This paper also reveals
how symbolic meanings and values of mountain
music are constituted into what is considered
the “Kyrgyz” element in mountain music and it
helps to construct a broader understanding of
cultural issues concerning ‘music, myths, and
mountains.

Mountains have preserved an outstanding
cultural diversity because of their difficult
accessibility. Despite high levels of cultural
diversity among populations and ethnic groups
over short distances, mountain people suffer
from isolation, both from one another and
from the rest of the world. Cultures can vary
tremendously from one mountain valley to
another; languages and artistic expressions,
such as music and dance, and even entire sets of
values and religious belief systems, may differ
from one village to another within the same
mountainrange. In arapidly globalizing world we
must be particularly concerned with protecting
cultural diversity, promoting cultural pluralism,
and preserving tangible and intangible cultural
heritage of mountainous regions.

Mountain communities tend strongly
to develop and defend a distinctive cultural
identity. Although social and economic
dimensions are significant, music is frequently
an important element, and a key marker of
community identity, often tribal in nature.
The livelihood of indigenous communities
that retain their cultural identity, whether in
highlands or lowlands, is often based on systems
of “traditional ecological knowledge.” Such
knowledge, with associated beliefs, behaviors,
and land management practices is especially
important for low intensity production systems
in high mountains. Due to close association
between music and culture or ethnicity, musical
diversity can serve as an indicator of human
diversity broadly.

A great diversity of cultures can be found
in mountain areas, for various reasons. Many
mountainous areas harbor ethnic minorities,
and until recently, mountain people were often
less exposed to the outside world than other
societies, mainly due to difficult access. Yet
mountain cultures have never been static. Trade
across mountain passes and with downstream
areas, and seasonal migration have often
connected mountain people to the wider world.
Such interaction complemented local knowledge
and values with new ideas and skills.

The richness and diversity of this global
heritage is at risk from rapid economic, social
and cultural change. Reasons for this change
include population pressure, poverty, migration,
and the global dominance of urban values,
transmitted to the most remote mountain
areas by the mass media, standardized formal
education, and tourism. Measures to counter this
cultural erosion are needed, not least because
cultural identity and self-esteem are essential
ingredients for development.

Through modernization and mass media,
even remote mountain valleys and settlements
have become exposed to mainstream western
culture, which is largely urban. Tourists traveling
in mountains increase this exposure, which can
lead to a severe risk of loss of orientation and of
cultural identity, cultural homogenization, and
the collapse of traditional cultures.

In most mountain regions, people have based
their livelihoods on agriculture, pastoralism,
and use of forest resources. This remains widely
true, although very marked changes have
occurred in some mountainous areas, gathering
pace from the mid-twentieth century onward,
with supplementary or entirely new sources
of income, often located outside mountains
proper. Traditional livelihoods in mountain
environments have typically been created with
difficulty and at some risk of failure.

As a ‘mountain nation, Kyrgyzstan's rich
and diverse cultural heritage stems from the
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nomadic lifestyle of its people and its location
on the Great Silk Road to China. In his discussion
on the philosophy of mountains, Kakeev states:
“Nomadic lifestyle related to mountains, can be
seen as a special type of complex, self-organized
evolutionary system ‘human and mountains’
Mountains are not only the necessary condition
of nomad’s life, but also can affect...both the
forms of government, and nomad’s thinking.
From the point of view of systems theory nomad
society which has occurred in mountains, can
include independent elements as separate
communities in ‘Gold bowls’ and at the same
time be a component of other system or network
structure, for example, ethnic, superethnic, as
[TJurkic, or wider [community], as the Soviet
people, with them is present an indefinitely
diverse form of communication carried out at all
levels” (Kakeev 2002:10).

These diverse forms of communication have
always been established by Kyrgyz akyns, the
preeminent musical figure in nomadic culture.
The akyn (bard) is a solo performer of oral poetry
and lyrical song who typically accompanies
himself or herself on komuz, a fretless strummed
instrument with three silk or gut strings. Women
have also played an important role in the Turkic
bardic tradition. Certain epics, most notably
the Kyrgyz Manas, are traditionally chanted a
cappella.

Nomadic cultures have also produced
virtuosic instrumental repertories performed
by soloists on strummed or bowed stringed
instruments, woodwinds, and plucked
idiophones. The distinguishing feature of these
repertories is their narrative quality: pieces
typically tell stories by using a kind of musical
onomatopoeia, for example, the pounding
of horse’s hooves or the singing of birds, all
represented through musical sound. Individual
innovation is highly valued, and akyns are
performance artists who combine music with
gesture, humor, and spontaneous improvisation
to entertain their audience. Their music is an
abstract representation of the natural rhythms
of wind and flowing water, the shifting gait
of a horse as it adjusts its pace to changes in
terrain, or the loping of a camel-all central to the
nomadic soundworld.

According to the famous writer Aitmatov,
long time ago Kyrgyz akyns would tell us in their
songs and religions: “Think of nature the way

thou thinketh of thyself, take care of nature the
way thou taketh care of thyself, otherwise, thou
wilt not be the father of thy tribe any more, and
thy progeny will wither like a dry root. Worship
the mountain thou liveth upon, worship it as thy
god and take care of its body the way thou taketh
care of thy own body; otherwise, the mountain
will take vengeance on thee and thy mind will be
lost in the gully; and if thou lose thy mind, thy
progeny will also fall into oblivion” (Aitmatov
2003:53).

Kyrgyz akyns also compete in exchanges
of improvised verses (quatrains or couplets)
known as aytysh (singing contest). Some of the
competing akyns may achieve fame at the great
song contests associated with the festivals. Why
is it then that aytysh survived in only particular
regions of Eurasia? Is there really a link between
song contests and a certain type of social
order, which can only be found in mountainous
regions? Some scholars have pointed out that
certain common factors such as isolation,
homogeneity, reliance on oral transmission and
agriculture give rise to ballads. After discussing
the isolation of northeastern Scotland David
Buchan concludes that “traditional balladry
flourished in a nonliterate, homogeneous,
agricultural society” (Buchan 1972:47). Maud
Karpeles describes the region of North Carolina,
Tennessee, Kentucky and Virginia in the USA as
follows: “...until recently they had been more or
less cut off from the rest of the world...Five years
ago, when we were there, there were few roads...
The mountain people lived in small more or less
self-contained communities...Few could read
and write...” (Karpeles 1973:96-97). Entwistle
and Hodgart also agree that “the ballad society”
is an isolated, self-sufficient community and oral
transmission is one of its generic characteristics
(Entwistle 1951:7 and Hodgart 1950:138).

It would seem as if all of the scholars above
were describing my research site in Kyrgyzstan.
Like “the ballad society” the mountainous areas
were cut off from the rest of the country because
of the poor conditions of the roads and severe
winters. Oral transmission was certainly one of
the major characteristics of the region because
in some areas the illiteracy rate was as high as
99%.

According to Salidzan Dzigitov, an eminent
scholar of Kyrgyz culture at Manas University
in Bishkek (personal communication), we can
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talk about isolation, homogeneity, reliance on
oral transmission, and agriculture for the Kyrgyz
people living in the mountains. They are non-
literate, isolated, and self-sufficient.

How then can one explain the existence
of a particular genre (aytysh) in Central Asia,
especially in Kyrgyzstan? Isolation, homogeneity,
dependency on oral transmission and agriculture
seem to provide an ideal environment for
singing, telling traditional tales or asking
riddles, which people adopt to many purposes
and different contexts. Everywhere people need
to be entertained in order to fill large empty box
of time in winter or in the month where there
is no agricultural activity. It is normal that they
choose the existing tradition with which they
are familiar. As a result, some societies entertain
themselves with ballads while others do it with
song contests or storytelling or a combination of
both.

Kyrgyz are traditionally nomadic and cul-
turally, linguistically, and musically they are clo-
sely connected to the east with the Altai Turks
(Altaian proper, Telengits, Teleuts, Khakas and
Tofas) (Vinogradov 1958:27). There is strong
evidence that song contests were prevalent
among Turkic peoples in Eurasia: “Singing con-
tests in Central Asia are by no means confined
only to the [Kyrgyz] and the [Kazakhs]. One
finds them also among other peoples speaking
Turkman dialects...among the Telengites...the
Shor, the Yakut...the Turkomans, and, finally, also
among the Azerbaijanis” (Emsheimer 1956:28).

Song contests can also be found in Turkey.
The primary center for song contests in Turkey
is the mountainous northeastern region. Today,
“the historical connection of ashyks [bards] in
northeastern Turkey with Azerbaijani ashyks
and Azerbaijani culture still continues” (Erdener
1995:32). In performance, “the musical skills
of the akyn, ashyk, or bakhshy as a singer and
player are at least as important as his skills as a
narrator” (Reichl 1992:133).

Much of Kyrgyz mountain music
developed out of a nomadic life style, which
discouraged the development of large stationary
instrumental ensembles, but rather emphasized
the development of the most portable of all
instruments, the human voice. Accompanying
instruments were limited to small and portable
strummed or bowed stringed instruments. When
a culture is nomadic, it has few material goods

and, as such, instead of having many varied
instruments, the people experiment with their
voices to produce a variety of sounds and singing
styles. Kyrgyz have preserved their nomadic way
of life into the twentieth century and developed
a unique musical culture different in some
important respects from the other Central Asian
groups.

Kyrgyz herders played composite chordop-
hones or aerophones, as did other Central Asian
nomads. Memranophones and idiophones were
played in shamanist and military contexts. Like
the komuz, the pastoral aerophones choor and
sibizgi are used to accompany shepherds’ cries.
Among the historically nomadic Kyrgyz, epic
singers, who perform epics such as ‘Manas’ and
‘Er-Toshtuk, are still an active part of community
social life. They have retained forms of epic song
exclusively in verse and their music is strongly
linked to an archaic Inner Asian soundworld.

Kyrgyz horsemen were not only komuz
players (komuzchu), but were probably the
world’s earliest kyyak players (kyyakchi). An
instrument of nomadic life, the kyyak or kyl-
kyyak (bowed stringed instrument) strung
with horsehair strings, played with horsehair
bows, and often featuring a carved horse’s head
at the end of the neck have an archaic history
among the nomadic peoples of Central Asia
and are closely linked to shamanism and spirit
worship. Also connected with shamanism, the
small plucked metal idiophone temir ooz komuz
is one of the few instruments common to the
whole of Central Asia, but it has evolved only in
Kyrgyzstan.

Originating in a nomadic past, among the
Kyrgyz, as well as other Central Asian nomadic
peoples, traditional culture is basically oral,
and the specific features of orally preserved
and transmitted knowledge provide a key to
understanding this culture. In such a social
context, it was natural for music to assume a role
far greater than mere entertainment. Indeed, for
the Kyrgyz, music has been at the core of society,
providing the mechanism through which social
life is preserved and transmitted. For example,
many kinds of music were incorporated into
traditional hospitality rituals performed in
the circular felt yurts that are home to the
Kyrgyz nomads. Their music was influenced by
the structure of society and by their religious
complexes. Musical performances were typi-
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cally accompanied by commentary, conversati-
on, and interpretation. As a rule, each musical
piece recounted the history of its own creation,
and its performance included a story about its
composer and about past performers. A variety
of communication took place between the akyn
and the audience, an event that was live rather
than technological. Listeners participated
actively, influencing the choice of repertory and
encouraging the performers.

Nomadism is significant in the cultural and
historical development of the Turkic peoples.
It is a form of life conditioned by economic
necessities; as raisers of livestock the nomads
have to move their animals to different pastures
during the different seasons of the year. Their
economically conditioned mobility has been
enhanced from early times by the use of horses.

The kernel of Central Asia is historically the
home of nomadic pastoralists. The history of the
Kyrgyz can be traced to the second century CE;
in the preceding 2000 years they were pastoral
nomads and cattle-breeders and have remained
predominantly so ever since. Agriculture has
been a less important part of their economy.
Chadwick argues that the material culture of the
“nomads of former times was not on a high level.
They had no more permanent architecture than
a tent; no industries; little agriculture, and that
only in isolated districts; and, as we have seen,
no trade which can be regarded as organized”
(Chadwick and Zhirmunsky 1969:14). Living
mostly in hair yurts, the herders of the area have
also traditionally been excellent horsemen and
were formerly indefatigable warriors. The arts
of song and dance have been more important to
them than architecture and sculpture, and songs
about horses and travels across long distances
played a prominent part in the oral tradition and
secular music of these nomadic peoples.

Among Kyrgyz nomads, all musical genres
may have the same hierarchical status. In such
conditions, musicians who play in cafes, at
weddings or festivals, for dancing, and to ac-
company storytelling are respected no less
than those who play more serious genres, and
the social and rhetorical skills of the musician-
entertainer are greatly admired. Virtuoso
performers of Kyrgyz nomadic komuz music
who once played to large crowds at traditional
ceremonies and festivals, however, have seen

their audiences shrink as mass media encroaches
on live entertainment. Today their difficult art is
appreciated mostly by enlightened amateurs.

Mountains have specific environments
and economies. These constitute specific de-
velopment contexts, a reality that is often not
well understood-or not taken into account-by
policy- and decision-making institutions that
are mainly located in urbanized and densely
populated lowland areas. The Kyrgyz Republic
is a country still undergoing political and eco-
nomic transition. After 15 years of transition,
cultural and artistic institutions and activities
in Kyrgyzstan continue to lack clearly defined
national and regional cultural policies. Culture
is not a separate sphere within society but is
rather inclusively incorporated in all sectors
and strongly connected to political, economic
and social issues. At the same time, Kyrgyzstan,
until recently largely unknown outside the CIS
countries, is now becoming a destination for
cultural and eco-tourism.

Mountains are characterized by specific de-
velopment challenges. Typically, these include
maintenance of traditions and value systems
due to difficult or limited access, economic
and political marginality, outmigration, en-
vironmental sensitivity, diversity of livelihoods,
and cultural diversity. These challenges, such
as cultural change without loss of identity need
to be addressed by specific policies, laws, and
institutional arrangements at the international,
national, and local levels.

The mountains of Kyrgyzstan raise a
number of important questions in terms of
socio-economical, ecological, and cultural
development: Do our present analytic categories
contribute to or detract from an understanding
of the peoples of the mountains? Can we today
continue to hide behind political neutrality
as the cultures and ecologies of mountains
are decimated? Is preserving the -cultural
environment just as important as preserving the
environment?

Today these problems remain unsolved. As
Asankaygy once said: “..To be conscious and
cultural is not only to learn one of the eposes by
heart and play the komuz; the most important
thing is to be humane towards everything that
is alive, towards the environment” (Aitmatov
2003:56). This is the essence of human culture.
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