
iNtroduCtioN to the russiAN versioN

For the Kazakhs, the world is composed of music, kuys. 
This entire world flows like burning lava 

from Şehzade Korkut’s kobyz.
—Talasbek Asemkulov 

Talasbek Asemkulov is one of Kazakhstan’s most multifaceted artists of recent 
decades. He was a kuyishi, author, and screenwriter. He was a researcher in 
music, history, ethnography, and mythology. He wrote literary criticism and 
music criticism, he translated Kazakh literature into Russian, and he was a master 
craftsman who made dombyras. In all these diverse fields, Asemkulov was tacitly 
recognized as among the country’s best, and yet he remained little known to the 
wider public. He had a difficult life, full of both adversity and genuine discoveries. 
He had been groomed since birth for one mission: to rehabilitate traditional 
Kazakh music. Asemkulov dedicated his entire life to that mission. He returned 
to the Kazakh people fifty-seven forgotten kuys, the oldest of which dated to the 
thirteenth century. He composed his own kuys, wrote eight volumes of prose and 
scholarly research, consulted for ethnomusicologists, and quietly taught young 
musicians the finer points of traditional methods of performance. His mission 
was foreordained by the tragic history of the Kazakhs and Kazakh culture in the 
twentieth century.

The Kazakhs are the heirs to the militant, nomadic, equestrian-centered 
civilization of the central Asian steppe. They revered music and poetry, which they 
learned by heart and passed down from teacher to student. Along with ordinary 
genealogy, they also kept track of a genealogy of spiritual inheritance, leading back 
to the time of Genghis Khan and even farther, deeper, into past millennia. The word 
күй (kuy), meaning a short instrumental composition, is etymologically related 
to the word көк, meaning the sky, or anything elevated or godly. The Kazakhs 
considered a kuy to be “Tengri’s whisper” and believed that kuyishis were the 
chosen ones among all musicians, capable of hearing that whisper and conveying 
it to ordinary people. 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Kazakhs found themselves 
colonized by the Russian Empire. They bore the worst of the resulting hardships 
during the first decades of Soviet rule. As with most other ethnic groups in the 
Soviet Union, the Kazakhs suffered from civil war, the confiscation of property 
from wealthier families, dekulakization, collectivization, political repression, 
World War II, and more. But the most devastating events in Kazakh history were 
two periods of great hunger: the Asharshylyk of 1919–21, a result of Bolshevik 
food rationing, and the Asharshylyk of 1929–32, caused by the policy of forced 



collectivization and sedentarization of the formerly nomadic Kazakhs. Livestock 
was confiscated and either shipped to the center of the country or confined to 
collective farms, where animals died of food shortages. Meanwhile, their former 
owners also starved to death en masse. The Holodomor in Ukraine and in the Volga 
region are better known, but the Kazakh Asharshylyk was more fatal. According to 
various estimates, between a third and a half of all Kazakh people died of hunger, 
while others fought their way across the border to China or other Soviet republics. 
As a result, the region that had been home to the largest Turkic population in 
the Russian Empire at the start of the twentieth century, one receptive to new 
knowledge, one with a rich cultural and military heritage, was reduced to an 
anemic minority in its own land.

The Kazakh people’s traditional forms of art were bled dry along with them. 
To make matters worse, musicians and poets were frequently persecuted by the 
government as class enemies, bearers of alien ideologies. In 1934, several young 
musicians in Almaty resolved to preserve and cultivate, in the spirit of their time, 
Kazakh musical traditions. They created a dombyra orchestra which later grew 
into the Kurmangazy Kazakh State Academic Orchestra of Folk Instruments. This 
ensemble saw success both with the public and with government officials, who 
perceived it as a realization of Stalin’s concept of art that was “nationalist in form 
and socialist in content.” Other groups emerged, following the pattern established 
by this first orchestra. It was also in the 1930s that traditional Kazakh music was 
officially attributed the status of folklore, and professional traditional schools were 
classified as amateur establishments, conveniently enough for Soviet ideologues. 

The government system for music education began training musicians for 
“folk instrument” orchestras, ignoring the essentially solo nature of Kazakh music. 
These orchestras performed mainly works by Russian and European composers, 
and only a few kuys, while simplifying them and making them more uniform in 
both content and performance technique. Traditional musicians who had survived 
the years of hunger, repression, and war were driven to the margins, able to perform 
their art only among a small circle of friends.

Talasbek Asemkulov, descended from a line of dombyra players, tried all his 
life to resurrect this great tradition, generously sharing the old masters’ secrets 
of technique and composition with young musicians. As the times demanded, he 
experimented with new ways to build dombyras, and he reconstructed and further 
developed the Kazakh people’s innate musical understanding in his research and 
his prose. Asemkulov’s thoughts on music appear throughout his writing, in nearly 
every article and screenplay, and in his diaries: “A kuy ringing out is merely the 
manifest portion of the music. The whole world—a child’s gaze, the prayer of a man 
who appears at your door, maybe pursued by enemies and maybe the last in his 
line—those things are music, too, exquisite and sorrowful....To assess this music 
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correctly, we must place it side by side with death. Music is the only thing that can 
go head to head with death.” 

The novel A Life at Noon was written in Kazakh in 2003, at the height of 
Asemkulov’s creative maturity. The action in the novel plays out in the 1960s in 
eastern Kazakhstan, not far from the Semipalatinsk nuclear testing grounds. The 
novel is autobiographical, based on the author’s memories of his own childhood 
and adolescence. Naturally, the material for the book was carefully curated. The 
most tragic moments in the lives of the prototypical protagonists have been played 
down or discarded, as have some of the mystical episodes the author witnessed in 
his youth, to avoid distracting the reader’s attention from the main topic: the music. 

The only book by Asemkulov to be published during his lifetime, A Life at 
Noon was written in large part thanks to the support and assistance of the author’s 
old friend, the literary critic Zeinolla Serikkali, and cultural studies expert Murat 
Auezov. Later, I suggested to Talasbek that he and I work together to translate the 
novel into Russian. But he objected that the novel was “too Kazakh,” and it would 
have to be written all over again in order to appear in Russian. Someday, he said, he 
would do it. Because of that discussion, I put off work on this novel for a long time, 
translating only small parts of it. A request from the National Academic Library in 
Astana to translate the novel into the languages of the United Nations prompted 
me to see the work through to the end. I am truly grateful for the library’s efforts 
to bring this project to life.

I am endlessly grateful to the team that made it happen: editor and writer Lilya 
Kalaus, who helped me construct the Russian-language text; Talasbek’s students 
in various areas of endeavor, including the dombyra player and ethnomusicologist 
Rustem Nurkenov and music researcher and project lead Raushan Jumaniyazova; 
and my consultants, the poets Akberen Elgezek and Erbol Alshynbai, the dombyra 
player Ardabi Maulet, and the translator Aynash Sadyk, who explained many 
lexical and musical nuances to me during the process of translation. I want to 
thank our international team—translators Shelley Fairweather-Vega, Michelle 
Paeschen, Yelena Valyayeva, Dina Esenjan, and Guljan Akhmetbek—not just for 
their translations, but also for their questions, which helped us improve the Russian 
version. I am truly indebted to translators Zaure Batayeva and Juma Kulbalayeva, 
publisher Aleksandr Alekseyev, and designer Sergei Alekseyev for their support. 
Special thanks are due to artist Malik Mukanov, who made us a gift of his artwork 
for the cover of the book.

I hope that we have managed to preserve in the translation, as much as possible, 
Talasbek’s thoughts and intonation, always genuine, independent, and special.

Zira Naurzbayeva 
culturologist, widow of Talasbek Asemkulov, 

and translator of the Russian version
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