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Preface

In early 1992, the two librarians of the foreign language reading room in the old national library building in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, invited me into their office. My borrower’s card had mown through most of the interesting books in their collection that I could read, but they knew my curiosity about the Kirghiz epic Manas. Did I know that an Englishman had written about Manas? I did not. A key was produced from a desk drawer, and the glass front of a large wooden shkaf full of books was unlocked and opened. From off the shelves a green cloth-bound book was placed in my hands: The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy-Khan, by A. T. Hatto.fn1 The rules of the redkii fond (rare and valuable book collection) forbade the lending of items stored in the locked cabinet. The librarians glanced at each other to confirm their agreed plan: if I promised to be careful and to return the book on time, I could take it home to read, never mind the rules.

No librarian has ever done me a greater favor. Communion with Arthur T. Hatto’s dual-language edition of a version of The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan from the mid-nineteenth century marked the clear point of my life passage from the ramblings of an increasingly aimless traveler to the explorations of a suddenly inspired scholar. I enacted the metamorphosis by purchasing horses and equipment, hiring a Kirghiz animal doctor as an assistant, and riding through the Tien Shan mountains and the grasslands of Jeti-suu on the itinerary of the epic poem’s hero, Boqmurun, along the way interviewing herders about old place names that connected their localities with the world of the epic. My initial field report of that expedition, once I managed to get it to Professor Hatto, led to apprenticeship in his comparative study of heroic and epic poetry, and a three decades long, on-going study of the Kirghiz epic tradition.

From the mid-nineteenth-century epic texts opened up to scholars by Arthur Hatto (1910–2010), I did not venture into close study of the twentieth-century Manas material until Saghïmbay Orozbaq uulu’s massive Manas, created in the 1920s, appeared in an edition in Kyrgyzstan that permitted the reading of the bard’s complete utterance. It had not occurred to me to do a translation of Saghïmbay’s Manas, but the charm of his creativity and the staggering scale of his ambition shone through in the new edition, more vividly than in the abridgments that were the only versions permitted to be published in the Soviet era. Here, it seemed, was a door to introduce a wide readership to the outstanding Kirghiz Manas tradition, and a key to understanding its unparalleled status as a cultural landmark in Central Asia. Getting to know Saghïmbay better as a poet and as a human being was not my primary motivation in doing this translation, but it was one of the richest rewards. I am happy to bring English readers to the door of his tent, and hope that others will take the challenge to open up more of his works to English audiences.

Paths to producing a translation of this kind are narrow and difficult, both inside and outside the academy. All of the people who sustained me with their help and advice amount to a catalogue of heroes and heroines truly Kökötöyan in proportions. The bardic gifts to grace them all with stylish epithets elude me; I can only record my sincere thanks:

For many favors, courtesies, and examples set, to teachers, colleagues, and friends: Gulnara Jamasheva, Laili Ükübaeva, Ishen Obolbekov, Karl Reichl, Umut Korkut, Asel Isaeva, and Chris Atwood.

To colleagues, students, sponsors, and librarians in the National Academy of Sciences of the Kyrgyz Republic, Indiana University, and Miami University. In the Slavic–Eurasian Research Center at Hokkaido University, to Tomohiko Uyama and the Foreign Visitor Fellowship Program. On a fellowship there in 2015, under working conditions that any Inner Asia scholar would have to call perfect, this book took shape.

Among surviving fellow members of the comitatus of the late Professor Arthur Hatto: to John D. Smith and Marion Gibbs, who like Hatto are translators of Penguin Classics in their fields. John Smith read the entire Kökötöy translation and gave it the benefit of his wise criticism.

Formerly of the National Library of the Kyrgyz Republic: to Gulnara Mederova and Liudmila Timofeeva, who changed a life as only librarians can, and to Jyldyz Bakashova, who first presented me with a copy of the published text upon which this translation is based, not an easy book to find.

To Simon Winder for opening the pages of Penguin Classics to one of the most oral works in the series to date, with imagination and curiosity that recall another translator’s stories of working with the series’ first editor, Dr. E. V. Rieu; and to the skillful and patient team at Penguin Books.

Close by in the inner clan: to Laurie, Henry, and Georgia Prior, who know best from life with and without the worker what the work really was.

Many years in the making, this book has to be a sort of memorial feast for the arbaq, departed spirits, of my comrade and wrangler Rasul Sopiev “who picked out for me a yearling from among the amblers,” mentor and friend Arthur Hatto “who fed me on the best fruits from all over,” supporters Sadybakas Umurzakov, Vladimir Galitskii, Vladimir Ploskikh, and Samar Musaev, collaborator Theodor Herzen, first preceptor in epic studies Fred C. Robinson, first patron Ilse Laude-Cirtautas, and sage teacher György Kara.

No one who deserves as much recognition as those named above must stand between me and any blame for faults in what follows. Saghïmbay and earlier bards of the Kirghiz epic tradition are due an altogether different order of homage. The book is dedicted to them.

D. P., April 2022




A Guide to Pronunciation

Only one frequently appearing name in the translation is given a household spelling: Kirghiz. A suitable English pronunciation of the name rhymes with the two vowels in Burmese and may be accented on either syllable. The word’s native spelling is Qïrghïz according to the system used in this book, pronounced as explained below.

The following letters have particular sounds in the Kirghiz names and terms found in the translation.





	a
	as in father



	ay
	as y in why



	e
	as in bet



	ey
	as in they



	g
	as in give



	gh
	a gliding voiced consonant with the tongue in q position, like Parisian French r



	i
	as in liter when accented, as in lit when unaccented



	ï
	as the vowel in the second syllable of roses, but may be accented in Kirghiz



	k
	as in keep



	ng
	as in sing



	ngg
	the sequence ng–g



	ngh
	the sequence ng–gh



	ngk
	the sequence ng–k



	o
	as in toss



	ö
	like German ö in können or French eu in jeune



	q
	similar to k, but with the tongue further back, giving a guttural sound



	r
	like Spanish or Italian r



	u
	as in lute



	ü
	like German ü in über or French u in tu





The doubled vowels aa, oo, uu are lengthened verions of a, o, u. The doubled vowel ee is pronounced as in matinee.

The accent in Kirghiz words and names can be approximated in most cases by placing stress on the last syllable.

An apostrophe written within a name signifies the location of a dropped sound in a contracted word, and can be ignored for pronunciation purposes. Hyphens divide root elements of analyzable compound names of steeds, weapons, places, and ethnic groups (e.g. Kök-ala, Kök-art); such hyphens are omitted from names of people (e.g. Kökqoyon).




List of Abbreviations





	MK
	The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan, any version of the epic or all versions together.



	MKNB
	[Nazar Bolot,] The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy-Khan (Kökötöydün ašı): A Kirghiz Epic Poem, edited for the first time from a photocopy of the unique manuscript, with translation and commentary by A. T. Hatto (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977). [At the time of publication, the attribution of the text to the bard Nazar Bolot was uncertain.]



	MKSO
	[Saghïmbay Orozbaq uulu,] The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan, in MSO a, vol. 8/9 (2014), pp. 10–194; also that text’s translation in this book as cross referenced hereafter.



	MKwr
	[Anonymous,] “Bok-murun,” in MWR, pp. 159–225.



	Mso a
	[Saghïmbay Orozbaq uulu,] Manas: Heroic Epic of the Kirghiz People, academic edition according to the variant of Sagymbai Orozbakov, 9 volumes in 8, ed. Samar Musaev et al. (Bishkek, 1995–2014), in Kirghiz.



	Mso b
	[Saghïmbay Orozbaq uulu,] Manas: Heroic Epic of the Kirghiz People, according to the variant of Sagymbai Orozbakov, ed. Samar Musaev and Abdyldazhan Akmataliev (Bishkek: Khan-Tengir, 2010), in Kirghiz.



	MWR
	The Manas of Wilhelm Radloff, ed. and trans. A. T. Hatto (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1990).








Foreword

Oral stories differ from written ones not only in the way they are conveyed. They feel different; they occupy a different reality. For adults who read, penetrating the peculiar essence of a substantial oral narrative may be as great a challenge as the one faced by children learning to use letters. It requires practice, and texts as transparently close to their oral sources as possible. This translated oral poem is unusually close to its source.

The many lives of the Kirghiz Manas, a Central Asian Turkic epic, have the distinction of being one of the best-documented traditions of oral heroic epic poetry in the world. (A more often-repeated claim to fame, that it is the “longest” epic, says less about its value.) There are good written and audiovisual records of Kirghiz epic performances spanning the mid-nineteenth to the twenty-first century. This makes Manas an important historical monument of oral literatures worldwide. The most influential single telling of Manas is the classic version recorded in the 1920s from unique oral performances by the bard Saghïmbay Orozbaq uulu. The life Saghïmbay breathed into the old heroic stories has helped to secure the preeminence of Manas among the epic traditions of the horse-riding nomadic peoples of Inner Asia, although its popularity has never spread westward. Other bards have produced different versions; Saghïmbay’s enormous Manas, however, occupies a seminal position in modern Kirghiz culture and a crucial node in the long history of the epic tradition. What Saghïmbay achieved in his sung composition in collaboration with folklorists and scribes was in essence the creation of a written classic out of oral lore.

The second quarter of the twentieth century was not a good time to begin to classicize epics about “national” heroes in the young Soviet Union. In 1952 Manas came close to being banned and suppressed. Kirghiz scholars refused to repudiate their intellectual patrimony in the face of Stalinist pressure, but the success of their defense came at a cost. The texts for public consumption were drastically abridged and purged of incidents and allusions that ran afoul of Soviet socialist thought. After the Kyrgyz Republic gained independence in 1991, the state embraced Manas as its ideological foundation, a perhaps unique status for an epic poem anywhere in the modern world, and a uniquely rapid turnabout in an epic’s fortunes from official disapproval to its opposite. Communist China has made its own uses of the branch of the tradition known to its Kirghiz minority. Throughout good times and bad over the last century, Kirghiz have looked to Saghïmbay’s Manas as an iconic embodiment of their heritage.

The icon has not been easy to get to know “in person,” as text. Access to Saghïmbay’s original utterance via western languages is especially difficult. The complete poem translated here, The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan, is one of the major episodes of Saghïmbay’s telling of Manas. The term “episode,” however, is rather misleading, as Saghïmbay’s version of the poem consists of approximately 13,500 poetic lines, more than the Odyssey.fn1 It is an engaging story, by turns rambling, earthy, stirring, strange, shocking, bombastic, and funny, which kaleidoscopically illuminates the culture, history, lore, and society of Central Asia’s nomadic peoples – and the mind of the poet who captured it all. For the Kirghiz, the feast is a byword for a large to-do where no expense is spared, and they have a proverb which means, “Kökötöy’s memorial feast – that was the start of many conflicts.” But Manas is not merely a function of Kirghizness; it is also a work of art that speaks of and to humanity. Kirghiz epic heroism should appear familiar to readers of other oral epics, while adding original angles to the picture.

The basic situation of The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan can be put quite simply: getting together with people one doesn’t necessarily want to see. What should happen, what can happen, and what does happen in such a situation are different things. To deal with the possible dissonances, cultures use manners; they may work out the imaginable extremes via genres such as comedy or tragedy. The genre here is less familiar now: epic. The heroes know their etiquette, but their social wherewithal ranges further and disconcertingly deeper, and includes pugnacity, arm-twisting, and mass violence.

The story plays out on a vast geopolitical stage with ethnic and religious overtones, but on the human level it appears at first to be about a young hero’s efforts to stand out. The Muslim khan Kökötöy’s death occasions the grand memorial feast, to which his heir, young Boqmurun, invites other heroes from all over the world, both Muslims and infidels.fn2 The two opposing sides are unable to stay at peace during the feast and games, and the young hero cannot stop the strife. The Muslims, dominated by their supreme hero Manas, restore order with enormous force. In other words, it is the Muslims’ massive reprisal upon the infidels that brings the epic to a close. Kökötöy left a vast fortune, but the epic that bears his name is not about the defense or loss of that fortune; he left a vacant throne, but the epic only skirts the question of succession of rule. The touchy self-assertiveness of these heroes locks them in unending recursions of violence and vengeance. Singling out a protagonist is a matter of historical analysis of the tradition.

The feast and games in The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan mirror those themes in the famous twenty-third book of the Iliad, where the Achaeans suspend their war on Troy to mourn the fallen Patroclus. But the narrative realizations of the feasts in these two epics are near opposites. The treatment in the Iliad is the minor one, its smaller scale conforming to its simpler structure: heroes on one side of a convulsed geopolitical fault line pause their all-out war, and use feasting and sports to bring closure to their grief for a crucial comrade killed in battle; quarrels over questions of fairness ensue, which are controlled by the giving of largesse. In The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan, heroes from both sides of a tense geopolitical fault line come together and quarrel – uncontrollably, over the fair allocation of largesse – amid feasting and sports in honor of an aged hero who died in his bed and whose entire narrative significance hinges on the problems his death imposes on the living; all-out war convulses the close of the feast.

Kirghiz epic bards and audiences imagined the location of the momentous border between the tradition’s Muslim and infidel nomads, between “us and them,” more or less where it lay in real life after the mid-eighteenth century (where the borders between the Central Asian republics and China remain today). The historical era from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century is one answer to the question of “when” the action of the epic takes place, though in fact the question has both a multiplicity of answers and no answer at all. Kirghiz epic time is quasi-historical. Faded memories of events and names of people as early as the fifteenth century are sensible in the background; onstage, the heroes shoulder muskets. The bards’ use of framing genealogies and references to “then” and “now” show that they and their audiences viewed their epics as prologue to the present. Our bard, Saghïmbay, asserts through occasional asides that the memorial feast for Kökötöy Khan was the origin of a number of important Kirghiz customs; at other points he allows his epic time to slip subtly and fleetingly into the recent past or his own present times.

Given its epic scope and its status today as an ethno-national foundation story, Manas stands at the threshold of numerous pathways into Eurasian cultures, literatures, and history. One path leads back to the Kirghiz author and the resources of tradition and individual creativity with which he worked. Saghïmbay Orozbaq uulu (1867–1930) was a member of a generation of bards who inherited the fully oral, heroic epic tradition while coming of age under the newly established Tsarist colonial regime in Central Asia. In this new reality, the two worlds of the old heroic epics, the stories and their frame in lived experience, no longer transparently related to each other. Bards, their chiefly patrons, and their audiences could no longer tie art and life together with epic. The pacified Kirghiz tribes developed diverse cultural expressions to meet their times, some of them in the increasingly common form of written literature. Nostalgia set in. Saghïmbay, a renowned poet and storyteller in many oral genres, also knew how to read; with access to both oral and written streams of knowledge, he used his curiosity to absorb vast amounts of information. In his Manas he seems intent upon presenting as much of it as possible. Saghïmbay’s nature as an innovator in his storytelling tradition is one of his most engaging and at the same time challenging qualities as a poet. One of his epic innovations was a humanistic attitude, sometimes almost lyrical and inward. This makes parts of his epics easier to fathom than the nineteenth-century texts with their stringent, archaic tenor.

Fated to reach the height of his creative maturity at a turning point in history, Saghïmbay represented a source of traditional input to the new Soviet culture machine. His Manas came into being because he met a folklore collector who had heard he could sing the entire story, and who proposed to record it in writing. The manuscripts, written in Kirghiz in a version of Arabic script, are preserved and are the basis of the text translated here. The written text of Saghïmbay’s Manas barely received any recognition during his lifetime, and he did not live to see his legacy become complicated by ideological disapproval as Stalinism spread its poisons throughout Soviet society. Nevertheless, his legacy continued and is becoming more widely understood. Meeting Saghïmbay on his own terms can be an astonishing and humbling experience. He is worth getting to know.

The varied wholeness of Saghïmbay’s Kökötöy, like the nature of any long epic, unfolds as it goes on. Heroes may be folksy and touchy, cruel and generous, stiff-necked and nonchalant. There are no interested gods in this world, above or below; there is little magic, and there are no monsters to fight close by, only men; the heroes breathe freely, and we with them. In his stewardship of the grand old epic, Saghïmbay was first and always a poet. He had a rare talent for dramatizing dialogue between heroes. His love of people and of nature, his deep spiritual side, his senses of comedy and crudity brought out the vitality of his Kirghiz language and refreshed at times the more sinewy, stylized expressions of these sentiments, vigorous in their own way, that were favored in the nineteenth century.

Although there are no sound recordings of Saghïmbay’s performances, we can guess what the songs sounded like by analogies with the known work of other bards. Kirghiz epic poetry is sung poetry, without instrumental accompaniment. Verses consist of seven or eight syllables in a meter often approximated by 6/8 musical time, two bars to a verse. The normal rhythms have a striding character that evokes riding on horseback. The Kirghiz even name some of their verse forms after the gaits of their horses, like “pacing” and “jog-trot.” The poetic stride is complemented verbally by what Viktor Zhirmunskii called rhythmico-syntactic parallelism, a Turkic pattern of lining up grammatically similar words in successive verses to create a kind of natural rhyme reinforced by rules of vowel harmony within words. There are no set rhyme patterns; the poet deploys his parallelistic effects ad lib, verse by verse. Similarly, melodies progress not in stanzas but verse by verse. Some bards are highly skilled melodists, and the best are masters at combining musical, poetic, and narrative form into a unified whole.

Once recorded in writing, an epic text acquires the ability to travel far beyond the confines of its original oral performance milieu. This is how we are able to know great epics with oral origins like the Greek Iliad and Odyssey, the Sanskrit Mahābhārata, the German Nibelungenlied, the French Chanson de Roland, and the Spanish Poema de Mio Cid. These epic touchstones have the status of classics, and in each case the journey from oral epic performances to literary manuscripts – the textualization of oral composition in performance – was a process about which too little is known. The Kirghiz Manas belongs to this rank of epics, yet unlike them it brings along with it a richly documented context, which reveals how individual bards’ contributions to the oral epic tradition were put down in writing. Analysis shows that the texts are not perfect; scribes erred, and sometimes bards did as well. Such flaws in the fabric help to reveal the wondrous art of its weaving.

The need for translations of Saghïmbay’s Manas has been felt for a long time. The full text was frustratingly difficult of access for many years, despite the fact that the manuscripts, housed in the National Academy of Sciences of the Kyrgyz Republic in Bishkek, have been the subject of study and partial dissemination in one form or another since their creation in the 1920s. All publications of Manas from the Soviet Union suffer heavy deletions and alterations of religious, ethno-national, and class content deemed incompatible with socialist doctrine. The first ostensibly complete, unaltered publication of Saghïmbay’s Manas appeared only in 2010, in a single huge volume of 1,829 pages.fn3 Although not a scholarly edition, at the time of its publication it constituted the best, most complete witness to Saghïmbay’s Manas text. Subsequently the stalled publication of the full scholarly edition of Saghïmbay’s Manas was brought to completion, the last volume (which contains Kökötöy) appearing in 2014.fn4

Given the possibility for the first time to examine any part of Saghïmbay’s Manas epic as it was created by him at its full length, an explorer of the tradition is drawn first of all to the bard’s Kökötöydün ashï ‘Kökötöy’s Memorial Feast’ (or ‘The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan’). This epic alone was recorded earlier on, in two separate versions, both of which, from the mid-nineteenth century, have been published with English translations direct from the Kirghiz originals by Arthur Hatto.fn5 There are compelling prospects for comparing Saghïmbay’s Kökötöy with the two nineteenth-century versions. Even as Saghïmbay strove to leave his mark on the tradition, he was embedded in it, and the older texts help to resolve the shape of his enormous creation.

We cannot be sure how many written copies came between the original field records of the recording sessions and the surviving manuscripts of Saghïmbay’s Manas that the archivists have labeled “original.” A number of leaves of these unique manuscripts, including in the Kökötöy codex (shelf no. 209, dated 3 October 1925, Archives of the National Academy of Sciences of the Kyrgyz Republic), look like field records in the hand of the person who is known to have been Saghïmbay’s main scribe, Ïbïrayïm Abdïraqmanov. The academic edition of Saghïmbay’s Manas points out a number of places where the manuscripts have undergone alterations, mostly erasure and replacement of words. In most of these cases it is not possible to establish the original reading. The manuscripts’ chief editor, Samar Musaev, theorized that these alterations date to the late 1930s, when Saghïmbay’s Manas was being prepared for publication and certain passages dealing with Islam and Turkic ethnic identity were changed to avoid political criticism.fn6

The 2010 Kirghiz edition of The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan (MSO b, pp. 1444–595), consisting of 13,482 verses, formed the original basis of my translation. This was supplemented by restored verses and improved readings from the 2014 academic edition (MKSO, in MSO a), the last verse of which is 13,595. My digital photographic copy of manuscript 209 also supplied some supplementary and corrected readings. Minor variations in the spellings of names and terms have been normalized for the sake of readability.

Saghïmbay’s poetry, like that of many Kirghiz epic bards, can be translated literally more readily than it can be translated intelligibly. It is often necessary to supply words in the translation that are only implicit in the text. An extreme example of this is an image of battle-frenzy overtaking Manas’s frame: “the hair on his body [stood up bushy enough to spin yarn] for five pairs of stockings,” where the bracketed words had to be added to Saghïmbay’s impetuous narration. The translator’s task becomes truly difficult when the implicit words are ambiguous or simply not apparent. At times even the literal meaning is elusive. Saghïmbay’s bold verses frequently chafe at the strictures of syntax, and sometimes gambol freely outside it. The Kirghiz language has a tendency to de-emphasize finite verbs in favor of runs of gerunds and participles; these build up in the oral poet’s verses like icons of action, perfect for his urgent drive onward but, like the rocks and clods thrown up by the hoof-beats of one of the poem’s many galloping horses, difficult to gather up and arrange in a line of grammatical time. Some uncertainty of this kind is apparent already in the punctuation the scribes used in the manuscripts, which later editors often ignored and emended in their publications of the text, and which I in turn had to parse in my own ways.

The prose rendering offered here attempts to present Saghïmbay’s poetry to English readers accurately and intelligibly without belying its nature. That the needle on the tuning meter of the translation should incline more toward the reader than the poem is an inevitable result of my choice to render verse into prose, and of my exertions, perhaps at times a little hard-handedness, with the reins of the spirited, noble beast of the epic. I mean Saghïmbay no disrespect by having tidied up some of his living constructions, and on balance can at least offer him the compliment, which I admit I am proud to do for his sake, of having translated one of his epic poems directly from Kirghiz into another language entire for the first time.

To readers primarily interested in enjoying the text, to those seeking an introduction to new subjects, or to those versed in other epics who are looking for a novel vantage point on the genre, this book’s structure will present different pathways. It would be a daring venture for any sort of reader to bypass the section before the translation, How to Read the Epic. It previews important characteristics of the text and of the translation, and points to a few areas of initial concern to new readers of this epic. The richness of meaning in Saghïmbay’s poetic creation begins to come into focus in the translation, and in endnotes there, signaled by asterisks. These analyze and explain points a native audience would have understood implicitly, or provide additional illumination from history, culture, and epic tradition. Some of the endnotes point ahead to fuller analyses in the Introduction to a Reading of the Tradition. Positioned after the translation, this “introduction” consists of a number of sections that open up in-depth background and offer textual comparisons with the older versions of the narrative. Readers have the choice to explore the Introduction to a Reading of the Tradition as they wish. It may suit the curiosity of some to read parts of it at the outset, or to refer to it while reading the translation. Others may turn to it once their acquaintance with the epic is complete (Arthur Hatto, whose idea for this part of the book I borrowed from his Penguin Classics translations, used the heading “An Introduction to a Second Reading.”fn7) In any case, readers of all interest levels should consider bookmarking the Notes at the end of the translation, the Index containing explanations of personal, geographic, and ethnic names in the back of the book, and the maps in the front.

A hardy or epicurean few who finish most of that may find in the Kirghiz epic tradition an entrée into diverse Inner and Northern Asian oral cultures with epics: the Qaraqalpaq Edige, the Özbek Alpamish, the Qazaq Qoblandï Batïr, the Khanty Song of the Golden Hero-Prince, the Qalmaq Jangghar, the Ainu Woman of Poi-Soya, and more.

Discussions on the history of the Kirghiz epic tradition are often shaped, directly or indirectly, by Eurasian views on folk culture that tend to accept as primordial things that I am inclined to analyze as historical, and to place greater emphasis on ethno-national identity than on authorial individuality. This book is not a place to engage in or cite specialist argumentation, but from time to time my own ways of saying things – in the background and interpretations, not in the translation proper – may place appreciable distance between me and some other exponents of the tradition. Instead of pointing out (or hiding) every instance of what may be unusual views of mine, here all at once is what I think a responsible critic might say about my overall perspective: that it sometimes misses the reverence of the Kirghiz in accounting for what their epic poetry may mean to humanity; that it traces historical processes in the Kirghiz oral heroic epic tradition that call into question its continuity in certain generations; that it sometimes magnifies the value of the mid-nineteenth-century epics at the expense of the longer twentieth-century texts; that my notions of value arise from comparative assessments of the quality of epic poets’ heroic plots and characterizations; that in framing those comparisons I seek balance between local Kirghiz cultural knowledge and global characteristics of oral heroic epic poetry. By the end I hope to have implicated myself fully in all such charges.




How to Read the Epic

Here, via translation, is a record of a sung poem that was written down at the very moment of its oral composition in performance. Behind that singular creative act lay an intricate landscape of on-going oral tradition that the bard Saghïmbay and his audience negotiated on the emergent pathways of his song. Every line, so far as we know, was written down as the bard’s words rang in the air. In other words, the text translated here originated as a stenographic transcription. Unlike, for instance, Beowulf, another unique manuscript of an epic, which was “composed to be projected in public performance – to be sung or spoken aloud,”fn1 our text harbors no vision of a return to life through the human voice. The manuscript was meant for the archive shelf and the scholar’s desk. It cannot give us the sense we get from Beowulf, or the Iliad, or the Nibelungenlied, that the written text as such has a new audience in mind. What we gain in compensation is a vista on the original singer and audience whose moment of interaction the text fossilizes – a view that extends far closer to the hearth fire of oral tradition itself than any ancient or medieval epic can bring us, but also presents problems of its own nature. “You had to be there,” the text sometimes seems to whisper.

What did the people who were there know that we don’t know? What did they relish that we wouldn’t notice? What do we balk at that they took in stride? Some of the present age’s restlessness with reading epics for entertainment may arise from their frequent fusion of an ostensibly single-stranded story with stylistic techniques that are anything but simple. Set descriptions, epithets, catalogues, allusions, and other compositional formulas of oral epic constantly remind readers that the poem’s primary audience had ways of knowing that were fundamentally different from the written knowledge more familiar to us. The reader’s job is first to accept that there are different, oral ways of knowing, and next to trust that the oral ways can be better understood by reading the epic. Equipped with an approximation of oral knowledge, one can begin to join in the equally special oral ways of enjoying the epic. In the epic world, it is not enough that a hero’s gun is formidable; it is given its own name and résumé: “Aq-kelte, unerring at close range or long, equalizer of near and far, its barrel and muzzle of finest steel, prodigious smoker, its lock of Ïspan make, fearsome of sight and true of shot” (p. 145). A hero’s horse isn’t just large, beautiful, well cared for, and spirited, he is a set piece of these traits:


That praiseworthy racer, the enormous Qula – his coat like the feathers of the eagle-owl, his back piled with richly ornamented saddle-cloths; let out to his ease on ground strewn with sand and set to drink on lands strewn with wells, distinguished by his mane erect as the onager’s, rump round and full like a drum – good fortune rested upon him; with ears pricked up like candle-flames and upon his left flank a mark Ayqojo had left where he stroked him with his hand, this was a well-favored creature excelling all other beasts in form! (p. 98)



And this only in passing as the steed, Manas’s, makes an entrance. Even bits of genealogical information could become familiar refrains for the seasoned audience. The repeatable, expandable, collapsible nature of the content was what enabled the oral poet to create, and what kept the epics ever-new; the paradox of oral poetry is its “formulaic” and at the same time perennially original nature. The alert audience was encouraged to revel in their connoisseurship as they listened (Will he mention the mark on Qula’s flank? It must be coming up …).

Horses are a whole world unto themselves for the epic heroes. Their forms, colors, sizes, markings, breeding, conditioning, gaits; their stamina, speed, intelligence, spirit, tempers, humors, foibles; their capacity to enlarge the self-concept of humanity in racing and war; their torments of extreme exertion and endurance; the miraculous ability of a few choice beasts, known as tulpar, to spread wings and fly: these are, we are led to infer, the most cherished of all the freely held interests of the nomad heroes of Inner Asia, to which few facets of human existence could hold up more than a reflection. Nomad heroes’ passion for the horse is seen perhaps nowhere better than in The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan, which hinges on the running and results of the great horse race, and which comes to a head in a dispute over the herd of horses posted as the prize for the winning racer. Because the heroes appreciate them so, in summarizing heroes’ attributes in the Index I have listed their steeds before their wives, “plus-ones” at the feast if mentioned at all. It must be added that these same heroes relished eating horse meat, and that neither horses nor women were safe from heroes’ lashes.

The heroes and heroines in Saghïmbay’s Kökötöy are legion; a few major figures should be watched for. Kökötöy, the wealthy khan of Tashken, utters his last testament as the epic opens, and is dead before the real action begins.fn2 Kökötöy’s teen-aged orphan son, Boqmurun, steps resolutely into adulthood and organizes the solemnities and festivities that follow. In his bold actions he is hindered by Baymïrza, the miserly advisor of his late father, and helped by Jash Aydar, his youthful herald and envoy. But despite his determination and daring, it is not the heroism of Boqmurun that is fully realized in this epic. Manas, a Kirghiz khan from nearby Talas who had long been an ally of Kökötöy, and whose imposing power and truculence are a thing apart even among heroes, gradually overshadows Boqmurun’s intentions. Manas is joined in co-presidency over Kökötöy’s great memorial feast by the elder statesman Qoshoy, khan of the Qataghan tribe, the most likable character in the epic. Other heroes come to their minor roles in this epic with side business of their own, which traditional audiences could delight in recollecting through the bard’s allusions: Ürbü, the eloquent orator (though in Saghïmbay’s Kökötöy he comes up ironically tongue-tied for a key speech); Er Töshtük, whose marvelous adventures in the underworld are only touched on here but are the subject of an independent epic; Er Kökchö, the formidable Qazaq (Kazakh) warrior, to whom Saghïmbay, teasing the Kirghiz’ wealthier, more powerful neighbors the Qazaqs, gives an air of style and luxury greater than his valor; Almambet, converted prince from the enemy side who is Manas’s sworn brother and closest companion, appearing in this poem mainly as a weather-conjurer. Manas has a trusted old kinsman, Baqay, a trusted old companion, Qïrghïl Chal, and a comitatus of heroes, the Forty Companions, most of whom appear only in catalogues. Manas’s wife Qanïkey, the most praiseworthy figure in the entire epic tradition, is a formidable heroine of action in other epics, though here she has but one scene and no spoken lines. These home heroes are all horse-mounted nomads of the Kirghiz and related Turkic peoples, whose heroic deeds partly reflect their drive to defend and promote their religion, Islam, in the face of grim, powerful infidel foes. Saghïmbay sometimes uses an older name, Noghoy, as the ethnic label of the best of the home heroes, reflecting the historical Noghay Horde.

The enemy side is led by the khan Qongurbay of Qïtay, son of Alooke. Qïtay is in one sense a realm identifiable with China (Qïtay being one of that country’s historical names), though Saghïmbay, in keeping with the older Kirghiz epic tradition, dramatizes it as a tribe of mounted nomad warriors of the east. The Qïtay nominally dominate but essentially act in league with the Qalmaq, Mongols whose homeland abuts that of the epic Kirghiz and Qazaqs. The Qalmaq are led by their khan Joloy, a strong-man and warrior equal in mettle to Qongurbay, but roguish and grotesque. Joloy’s fellow Qalmaqs include the heroes Ushang and Boroonchu, and the battle-maiden Sayqal. Joloy’s wife Ayghanïsh, wiser than her husband, appears at a critical moment to upbraid the obtuseness of his actions. The infidel woman warrior Oronghu plays one half of a rank sex scene, surely one of the most unerotic in all literature, and then defends her sex in a magisterial reproach of the male onlookers. These are only a handful of the crowds of characters named in the epic. Many more have little or nothing to do in the story, though they are listed as heroes and heroines in the Index.

The essential action of the plot is simple, and was known to all traditional audiences: Kökötöy Khan’s death occasions a series of funeral observances that culminate in the grand memorial feast, to which his heir Boqmurun invites all the world’s heroes, both friends and enemies. Spectacles ensue, egos are bruised, rough games get out of hand, and scores are settled with enormous violence; Manas emerges as the one supreme hero who dominates everyone. Saghïmbay’s version of this plot can be divided into three “acts,” each with a different hero as its focus: Kökötöy’s testament, in Part 1; Boqmurun’s initiating and putting on the burial, the fortieth-day memorial feast, and the grand memorial feast, comprising Parts 2–8; and the events during and after the grand memorial feast, where Manas and Qoshoy officially preside and where Manas is effectively paramount, comprising Parts 9–17. The plot was basically traditional, though Saghïmbay made it very much his own.

The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan plays out on one of the widest geographical stages of the traditional Kirghiz epics, and the inquisitive Saghïmbay outdoes the range of his bardic forerunners in bringing the world to the feast. If we equate identifiable place names with their face value in current geographical knowledge (not necessarily an accurate exercise, since the poet’s imaginings may have differed from today’s maps) the lands mentioned in the epic stretch from France to Japan and from India to Siberia. Closer in to the familiar country shared by Saghïmbay and his home heroes, we are in the hands of a well-traveled, expert nomad guide within the environs of the Tien Shan range, as far as three days’ ride from its flanks – space bounded approximately by lake Balkhash in Kazakhstan, the cities of Yining (called Qulja in our text) and Kashgar (Qashqar) in China, the Hisar (Ïsar) valley in Tajikistan, and the city of Turkistan (Türküstön) in Kazakhstan. The story is centered at the feasting ground, in the high, broad valley of Qarqïra in Kazakhstan, east of lake Issyk Kul (Ïsïq-köl), at a mid-point between Boqmurun’s realm of Tashkent (Tashken) and Beejin, the Qïtay realm to the east. Beejin should not be equated too readily with the city of Peking. In the mid-nineteenth-century Kirghiz epics Beejin was an imprecisely imagined place and even a tribe, somewhere in northwest China, close enough to inflame the Muslim nomads’ zeal for struggle against the infidel. Saghïmbay’s wider world-view (in part, sadly, due to his displacement in China following the 1916 Turkestan Rebellion) gave him a more accurate understanding of the location of China’s capital, but many of the traditional epic verses he sang reflect older conceptions of the not-too-distant Beejin.

Readers who start with an awareness of certain challenging aspects of Saghïmbay’s Kökötöy text may be better able to meet the epic on its own terms. Part 1, “Kökötöy’s Deathbed Testament,” is a long, digressive, shilly-shally preamble that may seem like an obstacle to the beginning of the action. It may be skipped if it brings on an allergic reaction; inoculation to the problems it presents may come from reading other parts of the epic. Those who read Part 1 will gain, at least, a generous taste of Saghïmbay’s discursive style; a panoramic view of real and fantastic lands, peoples, and other creatures of the world from the point of view of a Central Asian poet who does not take himself or the subject too seriously; and first acquaintance with musings on right living and God’s plan by an intelligent man of Muslim faith. One will also find a bit of set-up on why Boqmurun feels motivated to hold such a massive and expensive memorial feast.

In Part 12, “Qoshoy and Joloy Wrestle; Qoshoy Beats Joloy,” Saghïmbay narrates a traditional episode mostly brilliantly, but for one scene, the finding of a pair of wrestling breeches for Qoshoy to wear. Saghïmbay tried to adapt this traditional passage to do something narratively that it had never before been required to do. The new task was to foreshadow the birth of Manas’s son Semetey, whose own epic was to follow. The way Saghïmbay got to the moment of foreshadowing was over an unusually rough path of narration, and readers of this translation cannot be spared every trouble in negotiating it. To simplify: there is a superb pair of ibex-leather breeches made by Manas’s wife Qanïkey, which are found to suit Qoshoy. This detail was traditional. Outside this narrow thread of logic, however, Saghïmbay strews the path with enigmatic new rants, threats, recollections just in time, premonitions, death-faints, walk-on parts, backtracks, flashbacks, flash-forwards, and insults. The perspectives offered in the comparative note, “The wrestling breeches” (pp. 302–4) can help those who wish to fathom, if not fully clarify, the passage’s mysteries. Here, as throughout the text, the sympathetic reader must try to approximate the oral ways of knowing.

The affair of the wrestling breeches is also one of many places in the story where a peculiar feature of Kirghiz epic heroism looms into view. The heroes have a penchant for harsh and impetuous insults, taunts, and threats. Even one accustomed to the hardness of heroes in other epics may be jarred by Kirghiz heroic scorn. There are plenty of instances of a fairly usual sort of taunts and insults between heroes from opposing sides, as when Boqmurun tells Joloy, “you’re a dog digging in the ground,” or when Qongurbay calls Boqmurun, “stinking yogurt, moldy curd, good-for-nothing coward!” But what are we to make of the seemingly unwarranted abuse heroes heap on their own? Upon meeting Boqmurun for the first time, Manas tells this openly grieving son of his deceased ally, “You’re a nobody!” He calls a lesser hero a “piece of carrion” simply in getting his attention. Qoshoy calls Kökchö, a friendly hero as eminent as himself, a “fancy milksop” as he asks him for a favor.

Such cruel posturing was usual in the Kirghiz epic tradition, though Saghïmbay dialed it up a few notches. Boqmurun’s dire threats to his fellow chiefs to attend the feast and bring their racing horses, or else, are one place where the nineteenth-century Kökötöy epics match Saghïmbay’s spleen. The threats of harm for non-attendance that accompany each one of the series of invitations are long, detailed, and ingeniously varied oral formulaic set pieces. When Saghïmbay has Boqmurun say, with incredibly ruthless, deliberate rage, “I’ll shatter the door-frame of your yurt, make your young lads weep, and set your mares kicking away off the mountainsides; shatter the trellis-frames of your yurt and set your virgin mares kicking away off the high, grassy slopes; make your young ladies and maidens weep,” he is only getting started – and it is an invitation to an ally. There were good political reasons for a hero to add threats for non-attendance when inviting peers to an important feast; these are discussed in the Introduction to a Reading of the Tradition.

It is possible to spy familiar names and terms behind the veils of their Kirghiz pronunciations. Close to Saghïmbay’s stomping-ground, we can safely think of Tashken as Tashkent, Samarqan as Samarkand, Ïsïq-köl as lake Issyk Kul, and so on. But can we be sure that Saghïmbay, from his lifelong home in Central Asia, had an understanding of Orol that would jibe with Ural on our maps? Can we distinguish for sure whether Saghïmbay meant the river, the mountain range, or some other sense of the place? Are we really helped in understanding Saghïmbay’s utterance and the Kirghiz epic tradition by “translating” Qïtay as “Cathay” or “China,” or Orus as “Russia,” simply because these equivalencies can be found in the writings of scholars? Rather than attempting to resolve myriad such questions, this translation leaves most names in the forms Saghïmbay used. One exception is a pair of place names that read alike in the original but are spelled differently in the translation for clarity, Türküstön the city near the Syr Darya (usually spelled Turkistan in western usage), and Türkestan the land of the Turks, or Central Asia (Turkestan). A number of entries in the Index identify or suggest equivalencies with more familiar forms of the names.

The titles of the epic’s seventeen parts are translated as they appear in the original text, some in slightly shortened form. The flow of the narrative sometimes washes right over one of these boundaries without pausing, as at the start of Part 9, where the title arises in mid-conversation between Boqmurun and Manas. This is because these headings were not a traditional part of the oral epic narrative. It is often not clear whether a heading was uttered by Saghïmbay or devised by the scribes. In any case, the latter almost certainly contributed to the decision to include them – a useful addition, if one does not mind an occasional spoiler.




A Note on the Illustrations

The years of Saghïmbay Orozbaq uulu’s life were the first in which peoples of Inner Asia were extensively photographed. The Russian, Finnish, and French expeditions responsible for the photographs accompanying this translation focused on documenting everyday life, “types” of ethnic physiognomy and dress, and rituals and games of colonized native peoples in Russian and Chinese Turkestan. Many of these scenes, recorded to bring the exotic Orient closer to a European public, were familiar ones for Saghïmbay and his audiences. In 1912 Saghïmbay was a featured lamenter at the grand memorial feast pictured in the frontispiece illustrations to Parts 1 and 4, though there is no known photograph of him at that event. Only two photographs, the frontispiece illustrations to Parts 12 and 13, date to after Saghïmbay’s lifetime.

The Russian scientist Sergei Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorskii, a pioneer of color photography, composed the image on the cover, of a crowded sporting event at Samarkand, Russian Turkestan, from a series of three separate negatives shot through different colored filters. The time intervals between the separate exposures created colorful anomalies in the resulting composite where figures were in motion.

The Kirghiz scribes who wrote down the oral epic text The Memorial Feast for Kökötöy Khan also faced challenges in making a static record of a fleeting moment, the bard’s performance.
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A Note on the Maps

The maps identify places to reflect Saghïmbay’s mental geography ca. 1925. Places are named only if mentioned in the poem, so some usual landmarks, like the Caspian and Aral seas and lake Balkhash (the large body of water in the north of Map 2) are not labeled. Forms of names follow Saghïmbay’s Kirghiz usage, as in the translation. For example, the cities of Tashkent and Kashgar are labeled Tashken and Qashqar; the mountains commonly known as Tien Shan are labeled Ala-too. The Index lists some important names in their common forms as cross references, but country names in the poem cannot be matched exactly with modern states.

Map 1 shows post-1991 borders of the following countries: Afghanistan, China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.
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1

Kökötöy’s Deathbed Testament

In the land of Sïyamun and Altay, in the country of the Kirghiz of the forty tribes, lived Babur Khan, then Buura Khan, then Töböy Khan, then Kögöy Khan. Kögöy had three sons: the name of the eldest was Noghoy, the middle one was Shïghay, and the youngest one’s name was Chïyïr. These were the kinsmen of the Qara Kirghiz that had split off from Ughuz Khan. The numerous Kirghiz lived everywhere in their country, the land of the Altay, where the descendants of their forefather Qara Khan had spread out and later come under the sway of Qarach Khan. The son of Noghoy was Jaqïp; those others had died off from the face of this false world; Jaqïp’s son was Manas,1 and in those days the Kirghiz were part of the league of Alach. Shïghay’s son was Japaq, and Japaq named his son Chïnqojo. Manas’s only son, planning to take Chïnqojo’s wife, got into a sore fight with him;2 the place where they fought was the city of Ürgönch. In those days Er Manasfn1 made all kinds of lightning raids on his enemies. He bloodied the Qalmaq and raided the Qanghay; a morning’s ride for him was as far as the Ïmalay, so he crushed many a nation, and a great many of his enemies went over the mountains to the south, to Ïndïstan.

The lands under Kirghiz rule, with the Qara-qum desert on the right-hand side, were these: down as far as Baghdat, they say, and up as high as Balïq and Badaqshan was all Kirghiz; also Oluya-Ata, great Tashken, peerless Qoqon, Marghalang, the city of Özgön at the confluence, lake Ïsïq-köl in the Ala-too mountains, with steppes encircling its banks – from up in the Altay and on the Amur, the Enesay river and Qosh-mürü, the two rivers Ertish and Urqun – all these lands were occupied by the Kirghiz; further on there was the desert of Qumul, and lake Ala-köl by It-ichpes, and Bar-köl, Tur-köl, and Ker-köl: in former times the numerous Kirghiz could barely fit inside that whole territory.

When Manas left the Altay and toppled the standards of the enemies he fought in different lands, he would let the obedient ones convert to Islam, but the defiant Infidels he would decapitate, and stuff their heads into the filth of their own stomachs. He conquered the Qalmaqs: Tekes, and Orgho whom he destroyed, and Tulus from whom he took the river,3 and Alooke of Anjïyan, who could not bear Manas’s fury or even give battle, and fled.

There was another Qara Kirghiz, Kökötöy son of Janadil, who had his encampment right at Tashken, but he and another who resided in that same place, Panus, the governor, who had his being in the very center of twelve-gated Tashken, were under Qïtay suzerainty. For five years running, reports had gone up from Panus to Beejin, and surely were being read at the court of Esen Khan, but five years turned to six and hardly a word came in return.

It was just then, as things were going on thus and Panus Khan had seated himself on the throne, that Manas emerged from the Altay, yearning for his people the teeming Kirghiz and for Türkestan his homeland, and came charging down the Chüy valley,4 felling every foe that fought him. Er Kökötöy said, “My kinsman is coming!” and took two hundred thousand of his men – no settled folk under town rule but nomadic tribesmen all – and went out to meet Manas, for he had heard of his greatness before.

Kökötöy’s potentate Panus, who had made himself khan, was vexed and amazed that Kökötöy should show him no deference, but instead go out to meet Manas. “He wields his own authority, going off at the head of an army – he is his own bek!fn2 Or he has made himself into one, and he won’t leave me unmolested, but will prove the undoing of my rule!” said Panus the padishah (and, customarily, all the clans of the Kirghiz have given Kökötöy the name Özübek).fn3 Leading Manas in his revolt against his khan, Kökötöy took control of Tashken. Panus, the khan whom the Qïtay had established there, became a Muslim, but those who did not submit were beheaded.

Manas was pleased that Kökötöy had recognized him as a kinsman and had come out to meet him. Here the Alach multitude had arrived only to find Kökötöy, one of their elders! Manas was well pleased, and every one of the innumerable Kirghiz felt great happiness. Feeling so gladdened, out of the satisfaction of his heart Manas began to think about giving some cattle to his uncle, his aged grandfather, Kökötöy.5 But as he looked around and sized up the man’s property, here was wealth beyond human reckoning – a fortune that surely would never decrease! – in cattle, coin, and seven hundred and thirty-five slaves bought in cash. Vast were his lands; his people teemed. Still, in his heart’s satisfaction and joy at Kökötöy’s attentions in coming out to meet him, gray-maned6 Manas thought about picking out and giving to him the choicest virgin the world over; but at the age of eighty-four Kökötöy wouldn’t have the strength to perform, Manas Baatïr thought. He was at a loss for what to do. Then he thought of something: “Property is necessary in this life, but in the next life one needs religion. Kökötöy is getting on in years, in fact he is quite old, and when he dies it will throw the Kirghiz tribes into confusion. If his end comes before mine, while there is life left in me I will requite the service he’s done me: I’ll make an announcement to the whole world, give abundant alms, and show gratitude far in excess of anything seen before in this country. I’ll spare no expense in organizing all the know-how it will take, and it shall become an example for the rest: everyone shall talk about Kökötöy’s memorial feast! I’ll get the Kirghiz to slaughter all their cattle and serve the meat to all comers, Muslim and Infidel – let them gather together once and for all! I’ll put some ingenuity into this, so that the marvels of it live on by word of mouth until Judgment Day! That way I can ease my heart,” thought Manas to himself – and so we have come to the epic of Kökötöy’s memorial feast.

The Qazaq and the Kirghiz give memorial feasts – they even say that a person who isn’t given one is not human. To give a feast for his father a man may expend his herds and his strength and hand over all of his cattle for the sake of his good name; there are those too who just stick with their nearest relations, for whatever reason. Kökötöy had recognized that Manas was a relative and paid him the compliment of going out to greet him, and for that reason Manas made every effort in giving his memorial feast. All the people of the Qazaq and Kirghiz observe the custom of giving memorial feasts, and the Özübek too, in their way; as it says in the sharia, have respect for the dead. Kökötöy’s close relations were in Tashken but he was little known to his more distant kin, so when Manas became Manas, sired by Jaqïp, and his wealth grew vast and he had chased the swarming Qïtay back to Qaqan, in the days when his belt was buckled tightly round his waist, – but one could chatter on, given time! –

Kökötöy was ailing, death was catching up to him. He had the croup. It was clear his last hours were upon him; his mind was failing, fever had reached his brain, strength was leaving him, and his death was at hand. As he was about to die, preparing to depart this fleeting world for the true world beyond – there was a kinsman of his, Bay, with whom he had lived as a close neighbor, whose son was named Baymïrza, sensible in his speech and of well-known intelligence – this Baymïrza, son of Bay, summoned all the people of the city of Tashken and brought them before Kökötöy, who lay with his head on a pillow. There he uttered his last testament:

“It looks as if the end is near; death is about to pluck my soul away! I leave a son who is young and riches unguarded. I leave a storehouse full of gold, even my wife Ayïmkül,7 and all my people, the Kirghiz. There is that one known as Boqmurunfn4 – I neglected to bestow a name on him, and now what? Here I am in my death-throes, and snot dangles from his nose. The lad can’t stop sniveling! But the people have always doted on him. Not only the people, I have also! What a scandal for his father, that I haven’t given him his proper name!

“Now, you needn’t make a big deal of my death or wipe out my herds for a feast.fn5 Bury me with a banquet such as you would give to a new daughter-in-law, like something where the children play around; like a memorial feast for an old woman or a respectable poor person. No need for anyone to know I’m alive or dead; it would not do for my people to be thrown into confusion. Slaughter two or three head of cattle, give out forty or fifty robes as gifts, and be done with it – that should settle things. A death requires cattle just as sure as poplars grow on a riverbank, but what’s the point of squandering them? The living need cattle just as sure as a poplar grows where you plant it, just as a horse needs fat under the mane to be truly plump; and when his father dies a boy needs cattle to do everything that needs to be done.

“I have nine thousand and ninety horses and ninety thousand five hundred sheep, but my only son Boqmurun could still squander that many in a mishap, I fear. I have two thousand three hundred camels; I have given away daughters as brides in eleven lands, so my eleven sons-in-law are all over the world; I have six thousand and eighty cows, for our forefathers kept cattle and set us, the sons of men, on that path. Of asses I have two thousand – it looks like the end is near, I can feel death closing in on my borrowed soul! – and of yaks nine thousand. My greatness is known throughout the land; I have gold piled up in a storehouse, and for a people I have the Kirghiz of the six fathers;8 my fame has traveled throughout the world – ‘Kökötöy’, they say, ‘is a very rich man!’ I have two rooms full of silver and sixty barns packed full of polished white rice. A thousand precious gems: ninety emeralds – see for yourself, all of it! – rubies, sapphires, pearls, two rooms of those – of such wonders as eyes can see and ears can hear I have much! There’s buulum and buta, eighty thousand robes made of deyilde, masses of brocaded red cloth and zerisabar.

“But my only son, Boqmurun! I know he’s been a mischief-maker his whole life; he’s got no sense. Fifteen years old this year and without consulting anyone he hears talk of Aqun and Tülkü in Ooghan, hears talk of their great wealth, of Qanïshay daughter of Tülkü. Love and desire are nothing but fun and games for him! Off he’s gone, my son, to fetch her, and before he returns evil death will take me! I depart without seeing my son! He’s gone on a long journey and filled my heart with troubles. Almighty God, hold back death from a man consumed with sorrow! The willows I’ve planted remain; the cattle I’ve pastured remain; the money I’ve amassed remains; the wives I married remain, grieving widows; the slaves remain that I have acquired in the course of managing my vast holdings. God gave me property, but a small family. My only son Boqmurun has no direction in life, he’s drunk on wealth. Don’t let him slaughter the lamb and leave the mother bleating! Don’t let him slaughter the mother and leave the lamb an orphan! Don’t let him scatter my wealth and goods and abandon my cattle and leave them lowing, don’t let him slaughter the yaks and leave my soul in the torments of hell! Don’t let him set my camels free, or slaughter my yearling fillies and make the mares neigh – not one whinny!

“Think deeply on this, for I have wealth and property of every kind: don’t let it
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