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THE CREATION OF ELIM-AI

This article presents the events of the Kazakh-Dzungarian wars of the first third of the 18th century
and the most important tragic years of the Aktaban Shubyryndy. An attempt was made to disclose these
difficult events «Aktaban Shuburyndy» through the research of the famous scientist Mukhamedzhan Ty-
nyshpaev and oral folk art the Kazakh people, namely the song «Elim Ai». The author examines in detail
the history of the appearance of the song «Elim Ai», draws attention to the fact that the text of the song
was published in issue 52 of the journal «Kazak» in 1914. A year later the text was again published in
the collection «Terme» in 1915 in Orenburg. The author tried to analyze the text of music and music.
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EAim-aii SHIiHIH, WbIFYbI

byAa Makanaaa XVIII FacbipablH aAFallKbl WMPEFIHAETT KA3aK-)KOHFap COFbICbIHbIH OKMFAaAapbl MeH
AkTabaH LLIY6GbIpbIHABI XXbIAAAPbIHAAFbI KANFbIAbI OKMFAAAP Aeri aiTbiraAbl. «AkTabaH LLIY6ObIpbIHABI
KaMFbIAbl OKMFACbIHbIH CaAAQpAapbl MeH cebenTepiH alibl MakcaTbiHAQ MyxameaskaH TbiHbILLINAEB
3epTTeyAepiH KaMTbIFaH >KOHE Kasak, XaAKbIHbIH XaAblK aybl3 aAeOMeTiHiH Mypacbl «EAIM ar» oHiHiH
LWbIFY TaFAbIPbIH TanpaFaH. ABTOp «EAim-ar» aHi Typaabl 1914 biafbl «Ka3aky raseTiHiH 52 caHbliHa
wblkkaH «EAIM ait» oHi TypaAbl mMakaAara Haszap ayaapfaH. bip >kbiaaaH coH 1915 biabl OpbiH60P
KaAacblHAQ «TepMe» XXMHAFbIHAQ TaFbl OCbl 8HHIH MATIHI XapusiAaHFaH. ABTOP 8HHIH, MBTiHI MeH ayeH
CapbIHbIHbIH, epeKLUIeAiriHe Ha3ap ayAapFraH.
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Co3zaaHue necHu Eaum-an

B crtatbe npeacTaBAeHbl COObITMSI Ka3axCTaHCKO-AXYHIrapckmx BonH nepeoit tpetn XVII Beka m
camble BaxkHble Tparnueckne roabl AktabaH LLIy6bipbiHAK. BbiAa MPeAnprHSTA NMOMbITKA PacKpbITh 3TH
TpyAHble cobbiTus «AkTabaH LLIyGbIpbIHABI» MYyTEM MCCAEAOBAHMS M3BECTHOIO yUeHOro MyxameaskaHa
ThiHbILINaeBa M YCTHOrO HAPOAHOIO MCKYCCTBA KA3axCKOro HAPOAQ, @ UMEHHO necHU «EAum-Aii». ABTOp
NMOAPOGHO pPacCMaTPMBAET UCTOPUIO MOSIBAEHMS MecHU «EAMm-Aii», obpallaeT BHUMAaHWE Ha TO, YTO
TEKCT necHu 6biA onyOGAMKoBaH B HomMepe 52 >kypHaaa «Kasak» B 1914 roay. Yepes roa TekcT ObIA CHOBa
ony6AMKoBaH B cOopHuke «Tepme» B 1915 roay B OpeHbypre. ABTOP MOMbITAACs NMPOaHaAM3MPOBaThb
TEKCT U My3bIKY.

KAtoueBble cAOBa: MCTOpPMS, Ka3axCKO-AXKYHrapckme BoOMHbl, EAMm-Ain, Kasax, necHs, HapoaHast
My3bIKa, KyAbTYpA.
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Introduction

This short paper is a summary of one chapter
of my dissertation on the history of the Kazakh-
Jungar wars and the so-called Bare Footed Flight of
the Kazakhs (Kaz: Aqtaban shubirindi). The chapter
preceding this paper’s chapter illustrated how
Mukhamedzhan Tynyshpaev’s seminal article on
the Kazakh-Jungar wars of the 1720s undertook the
necessary intellectual labor to create the Bare Footed
Flight. This chapter follows directly by showing
the process by which the poem Elim-ai became an
unlikely hallmark of the national lamentation over
the events of the 1720s.

Letusbeginwith Mukhamedzhan Tynyshpaev’s
1927 article on the Bare Footed Flight. That article
included the text of the song Elim-ai with a Russian
translation (Tynyshpaev, 1927: 27). Tynyshpaev
included the text (see below for his version) of
the poem, which he introduced: «The historical
disaster remains in folk memory with the following
Verses.»

Aboutfifteen years later, the poem again appeared
connected with the Bare Footed Flight in the 1943
edition of the History of Kazakhstan edited by Anna
Pankratova: «In the music of the 18th century, as in
the literature of the same period, we see the song and
melody «Qara taudyn basynan kdsh keledi» («Over
the Karatau mountains come the nomadsy») written
about the event «Bare Footed Flight.» The music
and words are full of bitterness and sorrow. They
tell of the heavy oppression endured by the people»
(History of Kazakhstan, 2011: 396).

Some twenty years later still, now outside the
academy, one finds the poem/song alongside the
Flight once again in Esenberlin’s trilogy Kochevniki/
Koshpendiler (The Nomads). In the 1986 edition, the
song appears on page 241, supposedly a nationwide
response to the tragedies suffered by the Kazakhs
(Esenberlin, 2014:308-309).

Presently, the connection is much more
nationwide than Esenberlin imagined. Since 2004,
every student hoping to attend university in the
Republic of Kazakhstan must pass the so-called
Unified National Test (Rus: ENT, Kaz: UBT). The
test is divided into several subjects, one of which
is mandatory: the history of Kazakhstan. Thanks
to this country-wide testing system, every citizen
of Kazakhstan under the age of 30 knows by heart
at least some details of the Bare Footed Flight. On
that same test, one may have to produce the «fact»
that Elim-ai was the name of a song produced by
that catastrophe. Whatever the veracity of this
connection, let us trace the origins of this «fact.»
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The history of the Elim-ai poem/song can be
traced through history to the middle of the nineteenth
century. Its content, form, meaning, and associations
have changed as it passed through the hands of
ethnographers, «nationalist» historians, and later
Soviet-trained scholars before being enshrined in
the heart of twenty-first-century «Kazakh identity.»
Following independence in 1991, the song has
indeed metamorphosed into a kind of trademark of
Kazakh-ness. Now (in 2014) one can stay at any
of a dozen Elim-ai hotels, send one’s children to a
similar number of Elim-ai nursery or music schools,
cheer on the Elim-ai soccer team, enjoy a meal at an
Elim-ai restaurant or cafe, or even use the Elim-ai
cell-phone plan from Aktiv.

At least one reason for the popularity of the name
is its meaning, though difficult to translate simply
in English. Elim-ai in partial translation breaks
down as «Oh, my El!» The final step of translation
is the most difficult, since when one breaks open a
dictionary, the word El denotes a state, a country,
the homeland or fatherland, people or a people, the
public, tribe, clan, a union, or more poetically an
ally or friendly person.

Understanding the word El does not become
easier with progressive delving into its etymology.
The Encyclopedia of Islam states that El «has
undergone a wide semantic development,» from its
first known occurrences in the Orkhon inscriptions
of the early eighth century, whose meaning V.
Thomsen explained as «empire» or, more precisely,
«a people, or union of people, organized under
a kagan.» We also see El used in the title Ilek
Khan, possibly coming from «El-lig,» or «holding
an empire.» El appears in the eleventh-century
Arabic-Turkic dictionary of Mahmiid Kashghart
with the definition al-wilaya, or «district, territory.»
KashgharT’s definition coincides with its use in
the Ottoman Empire in place-names like Ram-eli
(«Rumelia»), meaning «territory conquered by
Rome» (Encyclopedia of Islam 2nd edition).

So it is very difficult to conclude what,
exactly, the title «Elim-ai» signifies. Soviet-era
writers seem to have prematurely settled the issue,
translating the song into Russian as Rodina moia,
or My Motherland. However, Esenberlin’s Russian
translator of Kochevniki/Koshpendiler offered the
more poetic O, moi mnogostradal’nyi narod, (O, My
Long-suffering People.)

History of the Text

To follow the history of this song, let us move
in chronological order. The oldest identifiable
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text appeared in a collection published in 1885
in Orenburg, one of the administrative capitals of
the Kazakh subjects of the Russian Empire. Petr
Raspopov translated into Russian translation several
Kazakh songs collected by Akhmet Zhantoreuly,
an official within the Bukei Horde who graduated

from the Officer School (Kadetskii Korpus) in
Orenburg. Guessing the original Kazakh is made
more difficult by the fact that Raspopov put the
Russian translation into rhyming verse. Even so,
as we will see, the text is clearly the progenitor of
later versions:

C rops! Kapa-Tay unyt kapaBaHsbl:
Bep0Oitt010B Tpy3UTh MOJIOMBIX €IIE PAHO:
Tsxka HaM pasilyka ¢ pOJHBIMH, C CEMbEIO,
W xak Hame Ha3BaTh ITO Bpemsi? YKacHO,
[Toroaa k TomMy ke OypaHHa, HEHACTHA,

J1yis Hac Hemorobe Terephb OyIEeT XyxKe,

B kakyro %k )KHBEM MBI TSHKEIYIO Opy!

Bce ceMbr B pa30po, U B IETSX OTMOPHI

Tam math, TaMm oTelr O3 JAeTeld 0cTarTCs,
VBB, CKOJIBLKO O€ICTBHIA ITOCIall Thl HaM, boxe,
[Toctens 3amMeHsIeT, HE MSTKOE JIOXKeE.
[ToomniBEI pacyxJii, XOTh B CTEITH U TITAJIKO.

To, 3HaTh, IepeMeHa KUPTU3CKON KOYCBKH;
Her xnanu Ha cniuHax, B HOcax HeT BepeBKH!
W #oxer HalM 04HM ciesa 3a CiIe3010.

UYro BCAKUIL ML IPOLLIOE CUACTUE 3HAET!

W b, U TIECOK HaM MyTH 3aMETAloT.

YeM B 3UMHEE BpeMs SIHBAPCKas CTYyKa.
BepneTcst b Kora Kk HaM MpOLIEAIIEe CYACThE,
Ponutenu Gosbliie He BUAAT, K HECUACTHIO!

W cnesbl pekoro Bee JILIOTCS J1a JIbIoTCs !

B rueBe cBoem! U 3emiis, 4TO HaM K HOYH
JlexxaTh HOYBIO OOJIEHO, H/ITH JTHEM HET MOYH:
Xotst 66l I0Xy10 nocian bor nomamaky!!

Raspopov gives the title as «Karatau» (the
Karatau Mountains) with a subtitle explaining the
poem refers to migrations following bad/unproduc-
tive years.

The next version of the song appears only in a
1911 book titled Typix, Kpiprbi3-kazak hom xanaap
mexipeci, which I mentioned in a previous post
about Shakarim Qudaiberdiev.

«Kaparay sl 6acbiHaH KOl Kele/i,
Kapeingacran ailpbliral KUbIH €KEH,
MpbIHa 3aMaH Kail 3aMaH, KbICKaH 3aMaH,
[lyOsiprana i3iHHEH IaH Oopanbl,
MpgiHa 3aMaH Kaii 3amaH, 0arel 3aMaH,
Kapeinjac reH kapa opblH KajlfaHHaH COH,

Keriken caiibia Oip Taiinak 60c keemi.
Kapa ke3nen Meuiper xac Kenei.
BackiMbI3aH Gak-10yJIeT YIIKAH 3aMaH.
Kanrap/arbl Kap jxayFaH KbICTaH jKaMaH.
Basrpinait Goap Ma Tarsl 3aMaH.

Ke3/1iH »achlH KOl KbUIBII aFbI3aMbIH.»?

This version matches the Russian translation
so closely, there can be no doubt that it is the same
text. This text is the oldest version available in Ka-
zakh. Qudaiberdiev gives the song no title, explain-
ing that those who suffered from the Bare Footed
Flight sang a song they already knew: «...xoHe xo01-
Jla aUTBUIFAaH Ka3aKTBIH €CKi OJICHI MBIHAY...» -- ...
and on their way, the ancient Kazakh song they sang
was this...»

Shakarim’s explanation makes it clear that the
text predated the Bare Footed Flight, but the con-
nection had been made. As we will see, the song’s
adaptability to Kazakh catastrophes in the 20th cen-
tury will illustrate the malleability of the song and
its text.

In 1914, a poem under the name «Elim-ai» ap-
peared in issue 52 of the journal Qazaq, written by
Mir Yaqub (Mirzhaqyb) Dulatov. The poem ap-

peared again in 1915 in a poetry collection pub-
lished in Orenburg under the title «Terme.» The text
of the poem in no way resembles the others, which
isn’t so surprising considering the vagueness of the
title (Oh, My Homeland!)’. A thorough study of the
topic demands an investigation of any text under the
title «Elim-ai,» but it seems we may safely dismiss
this text’s possibility of describing the Bare Footed
Flight.

The Text and the Music

The early Soviet era witnessed an era of
renewed Russian interest in Kazakh culture, or
more accurately, the problems of the lack thereof.
Aleksandr Zataevich (1869-1936) was a European-
oriented amateur composer from western Russia®.
A skilled pianist, Zataevich arrived in Orenburg
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in April of 1920 as part of a «concert brigade» and
quickly found work teaching in a recently opened
music school for the Muslim population. The Civil
War was entering its final years and Orenburg soon
became part of the autonomous Kirgiz (Kazakh)
region of the RSFSR in October of the same year.
Already in November, officials invited Zataevich
to collect and publish traditional Kirgiz (Kazakh)
folk songs, the results of which labor was a song
collection in 1925, «1000 pesen kirgizskogo
naroda» (1000 Songs of the Kirgiz (Kazakh) People)
(Zataevich, 1925: 335).

Without the aid of a recording device, musical
ability with Kazakh instruments, or even a basic
understanding of the Kazakh language, Zataevich
collected fifteen hundred «songs» between 1920
and 1923. Particularly difficult to collect were the
instrumental works played on the dombyra. Song
no. 714 below showcases this excellently with
an unrealistically simple and repetitive dombyra
ostinato. Varvara Dernova, a Soviet musicologist
who began her career with a deep analysis of
Zataevich, criticized the composer-turned-
ethnographer for actively «correcting» the folk
music he collected with simplistic notation.

In this case, I feel confident that my own
undergraduate training in music composition at

Zataevich tune No. 444

Western Michigan University in combination with
my own experience listening to Kazakh folk music
gives me the necessary credentials to suggest that
Dernova was being too kind. His notations of folk-
songsare simplisticand confusing. Too often herelied
on erratic time-signatures to represent the prevalent
poly-rhythms while simultaneously neglecting to
represent any but the most basic embellishments of
the melodic line. Vernova’s dissertation rose from
a study of his original research notations, from
which she concluded that once Zataevich decided to
highlight the «whimsical» nature of Kazakh melody,
he simply excluded the tunes which did not fit that
general hypothesis.

Zataevich and his work fall into the gaze of
this project because he collected several songs
titled «Elim-ai,» none with text attached, though
each included a «vocaly» line, one with dombyra
accompaniment. Zataev included several pages of
notes detailing the collection of the tunes and some
interpretation of the un-included texts. In the case of
Elim-ai, no connection is made with the Bare Footed
Flight or more generally with the eighteenth century.
Indeed, Zataevich explained that he collected No.
714 from a musician who explained its provenance
as a tune sung by destitute Kazakhs forced to labor
in the mines near Semipalatinsk in 1916.
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Zataevich tune No. 714, with ostinato dombyra accompaniment

714 Drawm-aB. a1 421

Not long after Zataevich published his
encyclopedic magnum opus, Tynyshpaev presented
his work on the Bare Footed Flight in a festscrift
dedicated to V. V. Bartol’d, the orientalist then
guest-lecturing in Tashkent. Tynyshpaev follows
Qudaiberdiev exactly in his usage of the poem,
explaining that the text relates to the Flight, but
giving it neither name nor tune.

As late as the 1920s, then, the song Elim-ai
and the text connected to the Bare Footed Flight
remained completely separate.

In the early 1930s, the Kazakh polity had
changed significantly. The Arabic script had been
replaced by Latin, the borders had shifted drastically
to exclude Orenburg, Omsk, and Tashkent while
including Verny (Alma-Ata, today’s Almaty) and
Ak Mechet (KyzylOrda, the capital of the Kazakh
SSR until 1927). In 1933, the Union of Composers
invited Evgenii Brusilovskii (1905-1982), a recent
graduate of the Leningrad Conservatory, to move to
the capital Alma-Ata and teach at the Kazak Music
and Drama College.

Here it is important to note the changing face
of Bolshevism/Communism in the 1920s and 1930s.
During the early days following the Civil War, it
was impossible to predict which aspects of imperial
culture were sufficiently revolutionary to remain
while the bourgeois portions were liquidated.
However, the «cultural» production under Stalin
in the 1930s very quickly returned to the «safe»
Russian Romanticism of again lionizing such
icons as Pushkin, Tchaikovsky, and Glinka. In this
way, instead of allowing some indigenous Kazakh
artform to take center-stage, the Soviet leadership
quickly explained that the lack of Kazakh operas,
plays, and other European artforms was a problem
with an easy solution: hire Russians to write them!
The level of ignorance of Kazakh culture reached
such heights that some suggested the Kazakhs had
no form of musical culture prior the arrival of the
Soviets in 1917!

And so, not to put too fine a point on it,
Brusilovskii, armed with Zataevich’s book of
«authentic» Kazakh tunes, had all the resources
necessary to write hundreds of Soviet-Realist
operas. Brusilovskii admitted that he was willing
to work in Alma-ata particularly because of
his fondness for Zataevich’s book. Temirbek
Zhurgenev, the Kazakh Commissar of Education,
put the question directly: «Would it be possible
for you to write an opera for us based on Kazakh
folk music?» Perhaps Brusilovskii should have
hesitated in his answer, because after replying in the
affirmative, he was given thirty days to create the
music for the opera which became the centerpiece of
Kazakh national culture: Qyz zhibek. This process
was undoubtedly made easier by Zataevich’s
work, since Brusilovskii essentially harmonized
already-existent tunes before delivering them to
the librettist who then set the text.

Did Brusilovskii select the Zataevich tunes
according to their connection with the Qyz zhibek
story? Of course not. Rather, Brusilovskii selected
the tunes he liked, whose characteristics he felt best
matched the themes of the lead figures in the tale.
First performed in November of 1934, the story was
praised for its emphasis on the class struggle.

Brusilovskii’s second opera Zhalbyr (1935) is
the point to which this essay is racing, for in this
work we have the actual origin of the combination
of a song and text under the title «Elim-ai,» though
ironically without a connection to Tynyshpaev, the
Jungars, or the Bare Footed Flight in the plot of the
opera. The story instead features group of rebels
struggling under tsarist labor conscription in 1916.
Thus it becomes clear that the librettist took the idea
from the note Zataevich attached to Song No. 714.
I have transcribed here an excerpt from the opera
showcasing the leit-motif, the theme «Elim-ai.»
Notice that, though the note to No. 714 inspired the
opera’s plot, the composer clearly based the motif
on No. 444. (Brusilovskii E.Elim-ai, 1936).
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Conclusion

This chapter follows directly by showing the
process by which the poem Elim-ai became an
unlikely hallmark of the national lamentation over

the events of the 1720s. That article included the
text of the song Elim-ai with a Russian translation.
As we see from the above, the song Elim-ai, became
folk and reflected the situation in which the Kazakh
people were in those centuries.

Notes

! «Over the Karatau come the nomads: The Kirgiz (Kazakhs) are changing camps; The camels are still too young to load: No
baggage on their backs, no ropes in their noses! Grievous the separation from loved ones and family, And our eyes burn from tear
after tear. What, then, should we call this time? It is terrible, That only past happiness is on everyone’s mind. Weather more inclement
than blizzards, Dust and sand will blow us away. For us this weather is even worse Than the frost-covered fields of January. What
awful times we live in! How will times of past happiness return, All the families scattered, alas the parents no longer see their children
as support! Mothers, fathers, without children, And there a river of tears, weeping and weeping! Alas, so many disasters you sent,
God, In your wrath! And the hard earth upon which We rest replaces our soft beds. Laying at night in pain, going in the day without
strength: Our soles our swollen, though the steppe is smooth. If God could give us even a poor horse!»

2 «Over the Karatau come the nomads. With them comes a lonely camel. It is hard to be parted from one’s family, tears dripping
from dark eyes. What kind of time is this? A crushing time, a time when all happiness and wealth is lost. The traces of our flight
throws up a cloud of dust, greater than a blizzard in winter time. What kind of time is? A time of chaos, a time of panic and destruc-
tion. Leaving behind one’s family and home causes a flood of tears to flow.»

SEm Taba anMaii iepTiHe MEH epTejieH,
TrIpm eTneiiciy 6ac KeTepin KOpIeacH,
OTKeH caFbIM, KeJep aljbiH Oip MyHap,
CakraH JeTeH Co3/1 JKaH )KOK IIBIH YFap.
Kanpaii enin, Kapa KeifiH KaifpbUIBIIL
Myrenek 60I KOC KaHATBIH MalPBUTBITL.
MyHsI Kyp 00C 6JIeH JeceH, o3iH Oil.
He Gonca a keneMm jaeceH, 03iH Ol
Ty3eneciy KamaH, >KYpTHIM, OHAJIBII?
Kaiitep enin eTkeH I0ypeH OpablIl,
Cout KYHIHJII KOpCEeM -- MCHIH apMaHbIM,
CyM KYperiM CelK eTIeH/ i JKalFaHbIH,

Coun 6ip KalFbIH ©3€TiM/i OpTereH.
ExceH Here TycTi MyHIIIa, eTiM-aii?
KpI3pUTIIBUICHIH KbI3apFaHFa ThIM Kymap.
JKemre mankaH, KapMak Kypca, enim-aii!
Kanpgaii e, TYpChIH 0/1aH allphUIBIIL.
OKci JKbUTal erei yima, exiM-aii!
JKypT GonMaiiMbIH e1eM JeceH, o3iH Oil.
Bocarana »xypres Kyimia, exiM-aii!

Tin anmacaH, KeTIenMICiH KOFaIbI?
JKe1161 5KY30€H MOWHBIH Oypca, exiM-aii!?
JKokramac eM e3re TijeK KaJFaHbIM.

by minesin Oolina Typca, emiM-aii!

4 Here I follow Michael Rouland’s 2005 dissertation on Zataevich and his role in the creation of the Kazakh nation and national
identity. «Music and the Making of the Kazak Nation, 1920-1936.» PhD Dissertation, Georgetown University.
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