


Improvising the Voice of the Ancestors 
Heritage and Identity in Central Asia 

Cultural heritage and national identity have been significant themes in debates 
concerning Central Asia following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, not only in 
academic circles, but more importantly among the general public in the newly 
independent Central Asian states. Inspired by insights from a popular traditional 
cultural performance in Kyrgyzstan, this book goes beyond cultural revival 
discourse to explore these themes from a historically informed anthropological 
perspective. Based on fourteen months of fieldwork and archival research in 
Kyrgyzstan, this historical ethnography analyses the ways in which political elite in 
Central Asia attempts to exercise power over its citizens through cultural production 
from the early twentieth century to the present. Kyrgyz oral poetry claims the centre 
stage in such efforts, as Kyrgyz oral poets have been highly popular not only within 
their communities, but also with the ruling elites over time.  

Focusing on Kyrgyz , an improvisational oral poetry 
performance comparable to freestyle rap in a highly traditional Central Asian style, 
Mustafa Co kun tells the story of a cultural tradition that has long been heavily 
embedded in the social and political lives of their communities. Performing roles as 
court poets, envoys and orators in pre-revolutionary Central Asia, oral poets enjoyed 
a degree of traditional authority in their communities. In the Soviet era their art was 
acknowledged as much-needed communication channels in a society with high 
levels of illiteracy, and their traditional authority was promoted by turning oral poets 

patriotic Kyrgyz oral poets, who perform to enthusiastic audiences at tightly packed 
concerts halls in venues ranging from cities to open fields in rural Kyrgyzstan, 
invoke the crucial roles their predecessors played in the pre-revolutionary era, while 
envying the prestige that Soviet-era oral poets enjoyed. Financially insecure, they 
earn their living today by routinely performing at life-cycle events and singing at 
oral poetry competitions. 

Mustafa Co
the social and political lives of their communities. In a region unsettled by major 
social and political transformations, Kyrgyz oral poets performed intermediary roles 
as their performances translated the language of the ruling elite into the vernacular. 
Today, they criticise the political elite for failures, caution the nation against 
corruption, laziness and ignorance, and denounce regional and tribal identities 
promoting ethnic solidarity and interethnic peace. In an era when competing 

understanding the region, this book concludes that such performances improvise 
alternatives that are more relevant to the ethnographic realities of the Kyrgyz, 
offering insights for a more ethnographically grounded vision of modernity.  
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Appendix 1 

Kyrgyz poems in the text 

Tishin barda tash chayna, 

Saga kerek ookat, ash kaida? 

Emgektensen, zor paida. 

Chataksyz jerde chuu bolboit, 
Jenilgen khanda tuu bolboit, 

Chaksy-chatyk kishinin, 

Keregi tiet kezinde. 

Malyndy aityp maktanba, 

Kazaktyn malyn alasyn, 
Kak talaada kalasyn. 

Orus alat jerindi, 
Syndyrat senin belindi, 

Taap koyot ebindi. 

Jygach bolso tabylar, 
Kiyiz bolso jabylar, 
Oi, Sarbagysh tuugandar,  

Esenkuldun Ormonu, 
Emi kaidan tabylar? 

Oi, Sarbagysh tuugandar, 



Esenkuldun Ormonu 

Elibizden ajyrap, 
Elik bolup turabyz. 

Bashka chapsa bylk etpes, 

Jyldyzga kolun jetse da, 

El menen sen biyiksin, 
Elden chyksan, kiyiksin. 

Basyp jegen kalkymdy, 
Bai-manaptar kuuldu. 
Aty kedei baldary, 
Artyndan shorun juuldu. 
Nikolai nanyn jegender, 
Amalyn tappai muundu. 
Panardai janyp boshtonduk, 
Baktybyzga tuuldu. 
Kandai aial tuudu eken, 
Lenindei uuldu! 

Poezd minip bardym dep, 
Ishengis kepti sen aittyn. 

Osmonkul, poezd degenin, 



Kadimkidei at beken? 

Churkagany bat beken? 
On chakty adam birigip, 
Anyna kantip batty eken? 
Kyinalbai baikush, kairan at, 
Silerdi kantip tartty eken? 
Oilonboi aitchy chynyndy, 

Kyl kybyryn tazalap, 
Alysh kerek sakaldy. 
Kyrgyidai sylap kulpuntup, 
Bagysh gerek sakaldy. 

Kegetinin saiynda, 
Senin bir jakyn tuuganyn, 
Sakalyna tan kaldym, 
Tizesindei buuranyn. 

Ismail, tuugandarynda, 
Tazalyk degen takyr jok. 

Talasha turgan akyn jok. 

At chaptyryp ash berdi. 
Chygymyn tarttyk chyrkyrap, 
Torpokton toguz bash berdi. 

Ui plany tolgon jok. 

Aiylga torpok koigon jok. 

Kagazy turat dagy ele, 
Torpoktor osho boidon jok.



Elibiz eski oorudan, 
Kutulup sonun el boldu. 
Ayal-erkek baarynyn, 
Ukuktary ten boldu. 
Uul-kyzy Kyrgyzdyn, 

Kominizmdin joluna, 

Ismaildin agasy 
Ekiden ayal alaby? 

Myndai emes talaby. 
Emi, Chake, bularga, 

Kabaryn uktun bekensin, 
Oshtun kandai bolgonun? 
Ukpasan emi menden uk, 
Jalalabattan Osh kaldy, 
Jaryshka jetpei, bosh kaldy. 

Bergen antyn aktoogo, 

Jalalabad Osh emes. 

Emgekke tundu aimagy. 
Oblasttan baigege, 
Otuz min tenge algany. 

Kyrgyzdyn Kyzyl bairagy. 

Kyzyl Meenet, Kyzyl Shark, 

Toko, tizginindi jyia tart. 



Bizdin Oshtun aimagyn? 

Samalot satyp alganyn? 
Batyshta joonu talkalap, 
Baryp berdi jardamyn. 
Bailygyn ashkan el bolson, 
Bar beken senin andaiyn? 

Elden uktum men dagy. 

Kabaryn bardyr sen dagy. 

Tanylgys sonun jer jany. 
Echen kylym katmarlap, 

Padysha khandyn doorunda, 
Baigege saigan adamdy. 

Akylmany adamdyn 
Asyl Ilyich jaraldy. 
Kan sorguch menen karmashyp, 
Ajylar menen arbashyp, 

Alyp berdi elime, 
Akyikat, tendik zamandy. 

Echendi oilop chykardy. 
Zavod, fabrik, baarynan, 
Zor jenish boldu abdan. 



Aidyn ary jagynan. 
Erkin door, nur zaman, 

Eldin salty onoldu. 
Eskichilik feodal, 
Een bashtyk jogoldu. 
Ayal-erkek, barynyn, 
Ukuktary ten boldu. 
Baardyk jagy jetishken, 
Baktyluu Sovet el boldu. 
Soyuzduk Kyrgyz el bolup,  
Salmagy elge ten boldu. 
Kyrsyktary takyr arylyp,  
Kyshtagy, shaary janyryp, 

Emgegin arnap, kamdandy. 
Tarbiyaluu el bolup, 
Tazalykka ailandy. 
Tolup jatkan ish menen, 

Tosup aldy mairamdy. 

Maaryttynar katkyryp, 
Marks kolkhoz tobundu. 
Kubanyp kolkhoz aiyly, 
Agyzsan tilden balyny, 
Tanshytyp aityp yr menen, 
Taralyp jatkan janyny.
Tynch zaman menen kuttuktap, 
Baldaryn aman keldi dep, 

Kelinderdi kubantyp, 

Basylyp sogush jalyny. 



Keneship ketmen chapkanga, 
Nasaatyn aityp jashtarga. 

Dem berip charba bakkanga. 
Chettetip eldi til menen, 
Jai jok dep ishsiz jatkanga. 
Emgek kyl, elge, keldin dep 
Sogushtan aman kaitkanga. 

Zamanyn uchkul kanattuu, 
El-jurt jalpy sabattuu. 

Kesibine talanttuu. 

Atan Manas aitkandai, 

Jetken emes ech adam, 

Koomanym,
Kele berbeit emespi, 

Kichi Jegat, chon Jegat,  
Ortosu teren kapchygai. 

Tuugandar,  

Chondordun arasynan en algachky, 
Kamila eje ajyga bardynyz by? 
Jaratkandan suranyp jakshy tilek, 
Kaigy-mun Kyrgyzdyn saldynyz by? 
Al jerden uluulardyn aitkan kebin, 



Bir Kudaiga yi menen chachtynyz by? 
Suluuluguna suktanyp Mekke shaardyn, 
Je emne, turist bolup kaittynyz by? 

Akyndar akyikatty jaktai bilet, 
Akimder akyikatty kaktai bilet. 

Akyikat chyndyk menen eritpegen? 

Chondorun da alardy tuurap ketti, 

Kashaityp Kyrgyzdardyn uluu jolun, 

Chondordu kantip chon dep aitalabyz, 
Bir jolu bul aityshka kelishpegen? 

Yr menen atyp turgan tanynardy, 

Chondun baaryn Atambaev bashchybyzga, 
Chon akchasyn sunushup baary bardy. 

Akyikatyn yrdagan Kyrgyzdardyn, 
Akylyn baschybyz kachan kabyl aldy? 

Istalinden korkpoi yrdagan 
Bulbulu bolgon Kyrgyzdyn. 

Stalinchil akynbyz, 
Stalinge jakynbyz, 
Stalin dep jatyrbyz, 
Stalinge katynbyz.



Kamila eje, kairadan sizge kelsem

Kaira kaira biz sizge jete albaibyz. 
Sekretarsha dep koiot, janynyzda, 

Al emi akyndardy Kyrgyzdardyn, 

Kyrgyzstanda jashaibyz, ei Kyrgyzym, 

Shaardyn ortosundagy jol chyraktar,  

Akyndar akyikatty jaktait beken? 

Aalamdy bagyndyrgan tekhnologiyaga, 
Ak kalpak Kyrgyz tili batpait beken? 

Ak kalpak Kyrgyz eldi yrga salyp, 

Ak kostyumdu kiyiship, kychyrashyp,

Ak kalpak Kyrgyz eldi unutushkan, 
Bir gana akchalailyk paida bilet. 
Korgooldun aityshy bolup jatsa, 

Opol toodoi Kyrgyz eli kelip tursa, 

Orduna jiberiptir bir kelindi: 



Karyndash bilbeit ekem atynyzdy, 
Akyndyk uluu elde, esinizbi? 
Kubanyp akyndaryn yrdap jatsa, 
Kuttuktap keliptirsiz kecheebizdi. 
Akyndar shybady dep ailasy jok, 
Salam aityp koyunuz shefinizge! 

Koshtodum baike, buradym. 
Ak bakai obon turganda, oi, 
Baike Kazakka emne kylapmyn? 

Suroomo bir da joop jok, 
Baike kelbei ele koisom bolmok. 

Kyraanym Manas barynda, 
Kechee Kytaidy turgan korkutup. 
Kylymdap kelgen tilimdi, 
Azyr Kirgizin chykty kor tutup. 

E kalkym, 

Aitpashka kandai argam bar? 
Ichimde menin arman bar. 

Altynchy klass bolgondo, 
Andrei bolup kalgandar. 

Jetinchi klass bolgondo, 
Jackson bolup kalgandar.



Artybyzdagy uul-kyzdyn.

Tilindi sakta kalaiyk, 
Tilindi saktai albasan, 

Narodnyi dep koyobu? 

Al emi kitep, sanat-yrlardy,

Emnemiz menen maktanam? 

Kyrgyz tilin ar daiym, 

Kazak elin bilesin, 
Tilin kandai baalashat. 

Arubaktan onobuz, 
Biyik elden bolobuz. 

Ar bir jigit moinuna 

Biyik bolup bashynar, el ichinde 
Ar daiym uzun bolsun jashynar. 



Ayabai ele armandai. 

Bashty da jerge salgandai. 
Akkalpak eldin aldynda,  
Men aitkym bir kelbeit jalgandai. 
Kumtor jakkan chondorgo, 

Senterra jakkan chondorgo, 
Semetei jakpai kalgandai. 

Temir tulpar, tanka, zavod kura albaibyz. 
Aalamdashuu tekhnikanyn zamany eken, 
Aifon jasap, komputer kyla albaibyz. 
Aftamat, snaiper jasasak da, 
Aziyany tan kaltyryp chyga albaibyz. 
Maktanganga madaniyat, Manasyn bar, 
Manasty da on besh minut uga albaibyz. 
Salt boyuncha chapan jaap, at mingizip, 

Ordoluu Kyrgyz jurtu, oilonolu, 
Orden tagyp, syi-urmat kyla albaibyz. 

Ordubuzdan taptakyr jyla albaibyz. 
Besh manaschy jigiti syilai albai, 
Men Kyrgyzmyn dep 

Salyshtyrsak dengeeli. 

Internet sotka jok kezde, 

Elinin bolgon ermegi. 
Urpagyna jattat dep, 
Yuneskoga kattat dep, 
Bul manaschylardyn emgegi.



Appendix 2 

The aitysh between Jenijok and Esenaman 

toi
jarchy

komuz



ekinchi oouz achkys kylat

First in this world,
Light, created he. Nur jaratkan emespi. 
Eighteen thousand worlds, On segiz min aalamdy, 
One, created he. Bir jaratkan emespi.
Clouds in cold winter, Suuk kyshtyn bulutun,
A shelter, created he. Sur jaratkan emespi.
To punish the lazy, Emgeksizdi enchilep,
Destitute, created he. Kur jaratkan emespi.
To keep the world go by, Aalam jashap tursun dep,
Sun, created he.
Swapping with the Sun,
Night, created he.
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