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ABDUVALIEVA, Rahima 

 

The Great Kirghiz 

 

“Genius is the talent for inventing what cannot be taught or learnt” 

(I. Kant). 

 

That was the quote used as a heading for an article by a German journalist, after Chingiz Aitmatov 

had visited the German town of Kassel for a function which we had dedicated to the 1000th anniversary 

of the Kirghiz epic poem Manas. In German that sentence has a ring about it worthy of our Great Elder – 

“Aksakal” ("Grey Beard"), as we Kirghiz like to call our famous writer.  

What was it that lent greatness to the Kirghiz writer, Chingiz Aitmatov? This is a question that is 

asked by young people in Kyrgyzstan. I see it as my duty to explain… 

Chingiz Aitmatov burst like a comet into Soviet literature in 1957 and after one short year he was 

already being talked about in many different countries! Through his story Jamila, readers the world over 

came to learn of the Kirghiz people’s existence, their traditions and their distinctive way of life. 

International recognition of Chingiz Aitmatov went hand in hand with recognition of Kirghiz culture. 

For writers in the West, Chingiz Aitmatov appeared like a sphinx – there was no other word for it. 

How could a son of an “enemy of the people” forgive the social system which had killed his father and 

continue to create such magnificent works in those conditions? Yet he went on doing so – going from 

strength to strength throughout the fifty years of his creative life. 

The birth of Kirghiz cinema is also linked with the name of Chingiz Aitmatov. Most of this writer’s 

works have been filmed first in the USSR and then abroad after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Many 

well-known directors started out in the cinema with screen adaptations of works by Chingiz Aitmatov, 

such as Andrei Konchalovsky, Larisa Shepitko, Bolot Shamshiev, Eldor Urazbaev, Tolomush Okeyev 

and Gennadii Bazarov. 

Aitmatov’s first work – the novella entitled Betme bet (1957) or Kyzyl zholuk zhalzhalum (1961) – was 

written about a deserter. For that era it was an act of rare courage, since prior to that the only person in 

the Soviet Union to have written about prisoners-of-war during the war of 1941-1945 was the Nobel 

Prize winner, Mikhail Sholokhov, in his story The Fate of a Man. This boldness on the part of a writer 

making his debut could have ended tragically, if Alexander Tvardovsky had not rallied to Aitmatov’s 

support. From then on the writer from Kirghizstan always used to give a copy from the first edition of all 

his new works to both Tvardovsky and Mukhtar Auezov – his older Kazakh friend and mentor. 

His bold choice of subject-matter is a thread running through all works by Chingiz Aitmatov. While 

in his early works Face to Face, Jamila, First Teacher, Camel Eye and Mother Earth he merely acquainted 

readers throughout the world with the Kirghiz way of life, in the story Farewell Gulsary he gave a critical 
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account of the social fabric of his country, attracting still greater respect than before for himself as a 

writer with a philosophical bent. The profoundly philosophical conclusion of his novel The White 

Steamship put Chingiz Aitymatov on a par with internationally renowned writers such as Ernest 

Hemingway and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.  

The novel was the only possible genre for Chingiz Aitmatov to use in his mature period to express his 

moral and ethical principles and his world-view. The appearance of each of his novels was a major 

landmark in the history of Soviet literature and the culmination of this creative path was The Day lasts 

more than a Hundred Years, for which the writer was nominated for the Nobel Prize. The Scaffold marked 

the end of the Soviet period in the writing of Chingiz Aitmatov.  

Having been born and bred in Kirghizstan, I can truly say that Chingiz Aitmatov also had a real talent 

when it came to the titles he selected for his works. It is impossible to convey all the nuances of meaning 

in translations of his titles into other languages from the original Kirghiz. This is always one of the 

greatest challenges for those translating his works into European languages, as I often point out to 

students during my lectures.  

It is striking how The Scaffold – Aitmatov’s last novel written during the Soviet period – also marks the 

beginning of his post-Soviet writing in Western Europe. In 1986 the writer met Friedrich Hitzer during a 

visit to Germany, who was to become his ‘right-hand man’ in his literary activity up to the very end of 

his life… This novel came out in German in 1986 in Hitzer’s translation and that was followed by 

translations entitled The White Cloud of Genghis Khan, Cassandra’s Brand, journalism, fairy-tales and 

reminiscences… and The Eternal Bride. 

The post-Soviet period in our Aksakal’s career as a writer was not only memorable as regards the 

number of works he completed and the range of subjects broached, but also the fame which now 

attended the life of Chingiz Aitmatov in Europe. 

The respect and admiration for the Kirghiz writer was especially pronounced in Germany: whenever 

the writer came into a room, his readers would fall silent, as if they had glimpsed a halo round his head 

radiating personal magnetism. Silent homage would be paid to Chingiz Aitmatov, a sign of profound 

respect.  

Our Aksakal had nothing to prove to them! After each appearance the audience would be left sitting 

entranced, as if hypnotized! 

Apart from his inborn talent as a story-teller, which he had inherited from his Karagyz-apa (paternal 

aunt), Chingiz Aitmatov possessed a tremendous capacity for work, forged in the difficult war-torn 

years of his childhood. It was this industriousness which had made it possible for him to write such an 

enormous number of works, which have since been translated into more than a hundred languages. 

Perhaps Aksakal’s most remarkable quality of all was his demanding attitude to his writing and to 

himself: that was what brought him world renown both during his life and after his death. This was the 

key to his genius! 

Bringing the radiant inspiration to be gleaned from Chingiz Aitmatov’s work to people everywhere – 

that is our duty! 



July-September 2013 JOURNAL OF EURASIAN STUDIES Volume V., Issue 3. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

© Copyright Mikes International 2001-2013 95 
 

 
 

 

Rahima Abduvalieva 

One of the writer’s ‘comrades-in-arms’, who from 1992 was working together with him in Germany to 

popularize his work in the German language. After Chingiz Aitmatov’s death she moved to London and continued 

this work within an English environment. Dr. Abduvalieva gives lectures on the writer’s work in universities of 

various countries. She is working on the theory and practice of translating the works of Aksakal into other 

languages. She is also the director of the Aitmatov Academy in Great Britain and chairs the jury which awards the 

annual International Chingiz Aitmatov Prize. Dr. Abduvalieva is a holder of the Franz Kafka Medal for literature 

for her translations of works by Chinghiz Aitmatov. 

 


