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“The soil becomes a field through the blessing of the rain, and a child becomes somebody through the blessing of talent and hard-work.” According to her daughter Raima Abdubachaeva, this was the motto of Darkul Kuiukova, the People’s Artist of the USSR.[footnoteRef:1] The four women whose lives are examined in this article successfully adopted this motto to harvest and nurture their own talents to achieve the highest possible levels of their professional lives.  [1:  Raima Abdubachaeva (Darkul Kuiukova’s daughter), interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 12 May 2006.] 

This article makes use of oral histories, which I and a number of Kyrgyz interviewers conducted. This incomparable primary source of interviews permitted me to understand how some of the most influential and pioneering cultural cadres emerged in Kyrgyzstan. Newspaper interviews and other secondary materials support and enhance these oral histories. These sources present a view into the lives of four stage personalities whose stories of their career paths and achievements connect us to the cultural makeup of the Soviet Kyrgyzstan. The reminiscences of the lives and careers of Sabira Kumushalieva (1917-2007), Saira Kiyizbaeva (1917-1988), Baken Kydykeeva (1923-1993), and Darkul Kuiukova (1919-1997) take us back to an era when Kyrgyz women took charge of their lives in a public forum. Because my personal interviews with Kumushalieva inspired me to seek out the other three women’s stories, her story is the prominent narrative that establishes the foundation for the other stories in this article. These “Four Daughters of Tököldösh” defined the modern conventions of Kyrgyz stage and film. Kyrgyz society view Kumushalieva and her three “sisters” as prime examples of modern Kyrgyz women. By portraying the Soviet Kyrgyz writer Chingiz Aitmatov’s heroines among other heroic characters on stage and in films, these actresses helped construct idealized models for generations of Kyrgyz women. 
	The families of the four daughters of Tököldösh came from nomadic backgrounds that were leading rural sedentary or semi-sedentary lives. These four girls shared many essential characteristics: they were lucky enough to learn to read and write at an early age; they were all fluent in Russian by the time they were teenage girls; they were all talented and ambitious to make their way to the Kyrgyz capital as young women to become Soviet Heroines.[footnoteRef:2] Although their families had a variety of social standing in Tököldösh, they all grew up as Soviet girls with limited material means, but solid education. They lived through Stalin’s industrialization, collectivization, the various purges and the Great Patriotic War (WWII). Their extended families experienced the purging of kulaks and participated in becoming communists. They survived it all to forge Soviet Kyrgyz identities of which they and their children were proud. The Bolsheviks both from within and Russia educated them to be become conveyors of the Soviet culture and education.[footnoteRef:3]    [2:  On other Soviet women’s experiences, see: Barbara A. Engel, Women in Russia, 1700-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Barbara E. Clements, Bolshevik Women, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).]  [3:  On Central Asian women’s role and position as agents of change, see: Marianne R. Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006.); Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004); Paula A. Michaels, Curative Powers (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2003); Adrienne L. Edgar, Tribal Nation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); Choi Chatterjee, Celebrating Women (Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002)] 

The early years of becoming “modern”
Bolshevik education policy in Kyrgyzstan established an official history of the post-1917 revolutionary period, which claimed that Kyrgyz ail (village, which used to be the name for a nomadic encampment) leaders “voluntarily” participated in the revolution, and rejected those ail leaders who were loyal to the empire. This policy also established that the enlightened communists of Kyrgyzstan turned away from the oppressive culture of their religious and administrative predecessors. The official history of the revolutionary take-over of Kyrgyzstan also asserted that there was a radical discontinuity between the policies of the imperial/colonial regime and the Bolshevik liberators.[footnoteRef:4] On June 21, 1921, the Congress of the Turkestan Republic’s Department of National Education Managers issued “the Objectives of the Art Department of the National Commissariat of Education”: [4:  Begimaaly Dz. Dzhamgerchinov, Dobrovol’noe vkhozhdenie kirgizskogo naroda v sostav Rossii; Istoriia Kirgizskoi SSR; Zhantuarov, Grazhdanskaia voina v Kirgizii, 1918-1920 gg. (Frunze: Izd-vo Kyrgyzstan, 1963)] 

In Turkistan, the colonial policy of Imperial Russia intentionally stunted the economic and cultural growth of the local population. The arts of the local population were lingering on a feudal patriarchal level. Exclusive bourgeois art was absent from the lives of the local population, but remained dominant and was the property of the bourgeois European population in Turkestan.

The October revolution, having expelled the bourgeoisie and its colonial policy, has set out a task in backward Turkestan to achieve the ideal communist goals in the field of economic and cultural life, calling on the local population to become its builders.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  “The Resolution Theses of Congress of the Managers of the National Education Departments of Turkestan Republic: The objectives of the Department of Arts of the National Commissariat of Education” 21 June 1921, TsGAKSSR, f.653, op.1, d.117, ll.70-2, .] 

The colonial “civilizing” projects claimed to have brought modern infrastructure, education and urbanization to some areas of Central Asia, but nomadic Kyrgyz culture remained mostly untouched by these late nineteenth-century developments.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Francine Hirsch. Empire of Nations (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005), 7.  ] 

In Kyrgyzstan, as in all ethnic regions, including Russian and other Slavic areas, the Bolsheviks implemented similar cultural education policies. One of their main goals, the assault on religious and indigenous traditions, followed the same pattern in all “backwards” regions.[footnoteRef:7] The implementation of Bolshevik ideology required not only the participation, but also the understanding of the masses; therefore, education was fundamental to its success. This ideology dictated that the education and enlightenment of the proletariat would lead the way to cultural “transformation.” The People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narkompros) was the state agency in charge of this Soviet cultural transformation. Its first commissar, Anatolii Lunacharskii (1875-1933), believed that state institutions of culture should instruct and educate Soviet people to develop their own culture.[footnoteRef:8] Lunacharskii joined forces with the leaders of Proletkul’t movement, an artistic movement that developed in the 1920s whose founders had considered the development of artistic culture a class-based phenomenon.[footnoteRef:9] They defined art as a product of proletarian class culture that had to be created through collective action.    [7:  A. V. Malashenko, “Islam versus Communism” in Russia’s Muslim Frontiers, ed. Dale F. Eickelman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 63.]  [8:  Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Commissariat of Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970)]  [9:  Lynn Mally, Culture of the Future (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), xxvi.  ] 

The definition of culture and the arts evolved between the Bolshevik Revolution and the apex of Stalinism, incorporating several key concepts. The discourse attempted to create a “cultured” Soviet population. [footnoteRef:10] They were to be cultured both in arts and literature, and in their everyday manners. In other words, the Soviet people were to be well versed in Marxist-Leninist ideas and carefully selected pre-revolutionary and Western arts. In addition, since they would be living in collectives they needed to know how to behave in public. Being “cultured” (derived from the concept of kul’turnost’ or “culturedness”) meant that the new Soviet man comprehended well the sophisticated pre-revolutionary literature of officially handpicked writers and poets such as Gorky and Pushkin. More significant, he did not get drunk and physically abuse his family when he returned home from the theater.[footnoteRef:11] The Soviet definition of culture was neither autonomous nor respectful of the indigenous social systems. On the contrary, it included so-called “civilized” behavior (possessing knowledge and having an interest in arts and literature) and rejected “uncivilized” behavior, such as “primitive” Kyrgyz nomadic living. The following report demonstrates how crucial it was to reshape Kyrgyz culture through adult education: [10:  Sheila Fitzpatrick, ed., Stalinism (London: Routledge, 2000); David L. Hoffmann, ed., Stalinism (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003); David L. Hoffmann, ed., Stalinist Values (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003); and Lynne Viola, Contending with Stalinism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002).]  [11:  Vadim Volkov, “The Concept of Kul’turnost’” in Stalinism, ed. Sheila Fitzpatrick (London: Routledge, 2000), 210-230.] 

Since the Thirteenth Congress, time has shown that a correctly managed reading house with favorable conditions in the National House is an extremely vital center. It is already rendering serious influence on cultural life in ails. The most urgent task is to develop and strengthen this work. Their main activity should be centered on the reading house and establish it as the center for the activities of the literary circles. Carefully developed adult education programs, centers of liquidation of illiteracy, and a school for adults of all sorts must be added to short-term practical activities. Reading of the newspapers, ail correspondence, and wall newspapers illuminates the importance of this location as the main place of the adult education. It is important to understand the environment of ails.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  “The Report of Jeti Su Regional Communist Party of Turkestan to the District Committees of the Party about the organization of cultural education work in the villages,” 8 October 1924. TsGAKSSR, f. 651, op. 1, d. 70, l. 13.] 

This report suggests that “understanding the environment of ails” meant equipping the local Soviet educators and administrators such as teachers, Soviet Club managers, theater directors with the tools to stamp out backwards ail traditions, and introducing a new way of living and being, which meant cultural improvement.
In Central Asia, between 1927 and the mid 1930s, intellectual life continued to be both challenged and “improved.” The Cultural Revolution opened the doors of higher education institutions to Central Asian young people. Since the creation of six new literary languages in 1924, an unprecedented number of newspapers and periodicals began circulating.[footnoteRef:13] With the constant influx of Russian, Ukrainian and other European populations from the western Soviet Union, intellectual exchanges in Central Asia became more diverse. During the early 1930s, Almaty, Samarkand, Tashkent and Frunze became the hubs of intellectual development, establishing cultural institutions such as theaters, clubs and libraries. The proletarian writers’ associations began to emerge. These new associations like SAAPP (Central Asian Association of Proletarian Writers) and KirAPP (Kyrgyz Association of Writers) were prepared to throw out Proletkul’t trends and turn to Socialist Realism in literature.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Eugene Huskey, “The Politics of Language in Kyrgyzstan,” Nationalities Papers 23/3(1995): 549-72.]  [14:  Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 64.] 

The artistic trends of the 1920s remained under attack until 1932. During this period, the state channeled all of its resources, most specifically the elbow grease of men and women, to the economy. The Soviet government claimed that with the heroic efforts of Soviet men and women, the industrial production drastically increased. The official rhetoric suggested that people gave up everything material, physical and emotional so that new industrial cities would spring up, even in the previously neglected regions. Many died so that electricity and railroads could reach the remotest areas. Shock workers (udarniki) of the 1929 shock-work campaign began to concentrate on accelerated agricultural and industrial production, many of whom competed with each other to earn various best-worker titles.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Hiroaki Kuromiya, Stalin’s Industrial Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 114-5.] 

These elite workers had little or no time for entertainment, arts, and cultural events. This was the perfect atmosphere for the exclusion of any flashy or indulgent art form that seemed bourgeois, capitalist or foreign. The shock workers were only interested in austere types of entertainment that involved gatherings in workers’ clubs, regional theaters and other Houses of Culture. These Communist enthusiasts took the initiative to attack any art form that recalled the 1920s.[footnoteRef:16] Their actions were often spontaneous, such as stopping plays in theaters. They saw themselves as agents of cultural change and therefore took radical and aggressive actions that would occasionally go against the Party’s plans. [16:  Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 131.] 

In Kyrgyzstan too, the new generation of intellectuals who identified with proletarian values denounced the frivolous literary culture, both written and oral, of their predecessors, focusing their attention on the ideological demands of the Party. Many Central Asian writers publicly recanted and confessed their own ideological “sins.”[footnoteRef:17] Younger writers, witnessing the humiliation of the elders, made sure to write on the glories of industrialization and collectivization. Such anti-intellectual attitudes ruled throughout the first Five-Year Plan period. Ideological uniformity demanded unity in intellectual expression. In Kyrgyzstan, Kyrgyz and Uzbek writers of the period wrote stories that were stripped of any individual creativity or cultural community. This was also the period of alphabet changes, literacy drives, women’s liberation campaigns, and Russian language education in schools.[footnoteRef:18] The introduction of theater as a new art form was essential as theater provided endless possibilities to the Soviet administrators to educate and indoctrinate the Kyrgyz masses while entertaining them. The new generation of potential Kyrgyz intellectuals had a host of new issues, including the appreciation of Western theater. The state expected them to view Western theater as an essential part of communal cultural improvement. [17:  Edward A. Allworth, Central Asia (Durham: Duke University Press, 1994), 380-81.]  [18:  Barbara A. Anderson and Brian D. Silver, “Some Factors in the Linguistic and Ethnic Russification of Soviet Nationalities” in The Nationalities Factor in Soviet Politics and Society, ed. Lubomyr Hajda and Mark Beisinger (Boulder: Westview, 1990), 95-130. The Soviet government introduced a Latin-based Kyrgyz alphabet in 1928. Only in 1941 did the Kyrgyz language adopt the Cyrillic script.] 

Soviet Theater in Kyrgyzstan, beginning with modest performances that debuted in Soviet clubs in the 1920s exposed Kyrgyz youth to Soviet dramatic forms, and prepared them to undertake professional careers in the theater of the 1930s.  Small but significant number theater professionals managed to introduce Kyrgyzness into Soviet theater of the 1930s Kyrgyzstan. Kyrgyz theater professionals of the 1930s, who received their first theater education in the theaters of the Houses of Culture and in various institutions in Moscow, participated in the process of conveying the Soviet state’s ideological messages. These revolutionary figures in the cultural arena helped add a traditional exterior to the newly initiated Soviet ideological message. They designed stage sets that depicted jailoo (summer pasture of nomadic populations in the high mountains) scenes, and stage costumes that represented nomadic clothing. Consequently, Kyrgyz revolutionaries and the first generation of Kyrgyz Theater professionals managed to shape the Kyrgyz National Theater in a national image suited to Soviet ideology. 
According to Kyrgyz writer Kasymaly Jantoshev (1904-1968), the first Kyrgyz language play was staged in 1920 in a small village called Cholpon near the city of Karakol. Written by an unidentified school teacher, this one-act play titled Bukulbai told the story of the struggle of a penniless peasant against the bai (a wealthy landowner) of the ail.[footnoteRef:19] Bukulbai set a precedence that Kyrgyz plays should give voice to the suffering of poverty-stricken Kyrgyz herders.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Ozbek Abdyldayev, Kyrgyz respublikasyndagy özdük körköm chygarmachylyk (Bishkek: Ilim, 1996), 20-35.]  [20:  M. Lvov, Kirgizkii teatr,(Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1953), 16.] 

 For the most part, teenage boys performed this artistic work in the late 1920s, playing all parts from wise aksakal, or the elder, to the oppressed young bride.  Because of traditional restrictions on girls’ participation in public activities, girls did not begin participating until the middle of the 1930s. When necessary, the boys wore beards that were made out of goat’s hair, or donned their sisters’ dresses. Later, these teenagers helped establish the Frunze Kyrgyz Pedagogical Institute’s Theater Branch. By so doing, they helped to shape the foundation of the Soviet performing arts, producing artists like composer Abdylas Maldybayev (1906-1978), the above-mentioned writer Jantoshev, and actress Anvar Kuttubaeva (1915-1977).[footnoteRef:21]   [21:  Dmitrii L. Brudnyi, Iz istorii russko-kirgizskoi literaturnyh i teatral’nyh svyazei (Frunze: Kirgizskoe gosudasstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1960); Z. G. Osmanova, Istoriya kirgizskoi sovetskoi literatury (Moscow: Nauka, 1970); and A. Sadykov, ed., Kyrgyz sovet adabiyatynyn taryhy (Frunze: Ilim, 1987).] 

The year 1926 marked the official beginning of the Kyrgyz National Theater. All the original directors were non-Kyrgyz: N. Yelenin, D. Matsunin, and A.G. Poselyanin. Among the first group of actors, however, Kyrgyz talents were well represented by Amankul Kuttubayev (1907-1984), Abygadyr Aybashev (1907-1965), Kanymkul Aybasheva (1901-1940), and Bubusara Beishenalieva (1926-1973). On March 18, 1926, the studio sent many of these young actors to Moscow to be trained in the studios of the famous Soviet director and teacher I.S. Stanislavsky. Inspired by the professional associations that they had made during their frequent trips to Moscow and also by the training they received there, these indigenous talents managed to help the creation of the Kyrgyz State Theater. With the premiere of playwright Kasymaly Jantoshev’s play Alim and Mariya (1928), the first theater of Kyrgyzstan began its history on the night of November 7, 1930.[footnoteRef:22] Sabira Kumushalieva and her three “sisters” entered the cultural sphere as the second generation, following these founders.  [22:  Abas Syrymbetov, Örkönü öskön madaniyat (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1980), 14-6.] 

Echoing the official Soviet rhetoric of cultural improvement of the people Kyrgyzstan, Sabira Kumushalieva claimed that her own cultural development required that she abandon nomadic life. Born in 1917 in Tököldösh ail, near Frunze, Kumushalieva lived through the transition from Russian imperial colonialism to the Soviet multinational system. To Kumushalieva, being “cultured” was incompatible with nomadism. As a result, she relinquished her comfortable clothes and attitude in favor of modern outfits and the regimented behavior of sedentary people like that of Russians, Uzbeks, and Tajiks. She argued that sedentarization was only the first step toward building this “new Soviet woman.”[footnoteRef:23] Learning to read and write replaced learning to ride a horse, tending the flocks, making a felt carpet, and assembling a bozui (the Kyrgyz word for the typical gray felt yurt). This process began at a remarkably young age for Kumushalieva. She pointed out, however, that she refused to change more intimate and family related behaviors such as respecting familial hierarchy that were closely tied to her ethnicity.[footnoteRef:24]   [23:  Lynne Attwood, Creating the New Soviet Woman, Women’s Magazines as Engineers of Female Identity, 1922-53 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 75-6.]  [24:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

Kumushalieva’s adoption of so-called modernity paralleled the experiences of many Kyrgyz women, at least in the artistic world. To Kumushalieva, Soviet artistic space presented a locale where she could create an amalgamation of her own traditions and modern Soviet artistic forms. The village of Tököldösh alone raised three other successful female artists—Saira Kiyizbaeva, Baken Kydykeeva, and Darkul Kuiukova, who, along with Kumushalieva, became known as the “four daughters of Tököldösh.” They all attended School Number Five in Tököldösh, and they all sang in the children’s choir. [footnoteRef:25] It seems that there was nothing exceptional about Tököldösh other than its proximity to the capital, but the teachers and older students in this town must have inspired these young girls to succeed in performing arts. Perhaps they were blessed with teachers and mentors as was the Kazakh author Mukhamet Shayakmetov. He told the story of his teacher Murmukhambet Mayakupov who instilled in him the love of education.[footnoteRef:26] As Kumushalieva argued that although there is no doubt all three of her “sisters were very talented,” they owed their successes to the Kyrgyz State Drama Theater. She pointed out that School Number Five took all of them under its wing and organized makeshift plays and choruses, which led the way to the Kyrgyz Drama Theater in the capital Frunze.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Abdrasul’ Zhunushov, Sahna cheberleri (Mastera stseni), (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1988), 15-78.]  [26:  Mukhamet Shayakhmetov, The Silent Steppe (New York: The Rookery Press, 2006), 46-7.]  [27:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

Their youth, ethnicity, and admiration for “liberated” and strong actresses, both Kyrgyz and foreign, helped shape these four women’s artistic personae. Women like them became the symbols of culturedness. They were enthusiastic overachievers who wanted to prove to the rest of the Central Asian women that ordinary Kyrgyz girls like them were capable of changing the cultural landscape. To be sure, they wanted to convey to female audiences that ordinary girls represented change and prosperity by rejecting their male-dominated and old-world traditions. Kumushalieva expressed it this way: “this could only be done by opening up to the embracing aspects of the outside world, such as Russian and European theater.”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

These Kyrgyz girls, who became part of the Soviet elite, learned early on to mold their Kyrgyz past into their new Soviet communities. In the meantime, however, according to Kumushalieva they “lived through extreme economic hardships to maintain their dignity.” Her brief stint as a teacher and her first experience with theater occurred in 1931, when she was fourteen years of age. It was at this time that an influential theater director, visiting her ail, discovered her and opened the door for her to become a “Soviet Hero.” Ironically, Kumushalieva discovered the promise for a better life in theater at the capital city and while her people endured one of the worst experiences of the Soviet Union. Stalin’s policy of collectivization had already begun in 1930. Ail administrators forced the Kazakhs and Kyrgyz to gather their livestock in collective barns. Many of the Kazakhs resisted and slaughtered their animals rather than handing them over to the state administrators. This behavior resulted in costly consequences for the Kazakhs: almost half of the population, an estimated two million people either perished from starvation or fled the country. Young Kumushalieva experienced the trauma of the Kazakhs first hand:  
It was 1934, the year of starvation. Kazakhs were suffering a lot at this time. Maldybaev, a great actor, and his wife came and asked, “Can you gather all your children? We are in a hurry; we will give them a concert and leave.” They gave free concerts at that time. So, they gave their concert. After the concert we fried some dough and served them with some tea. (Now, of course, they have vodka.) After having tea, they started singing. Everybody sang. They asked me to sing. I sang one song.  They asked me to sing more.  I sang another one. “You have a nice voice, why are you teaching? Come to the theater,” they said. I said, “What if they expel me as a daughter of a kulak?” “No, nobody will expel you” they said.[footnoteRef:29]   [29:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

Kumushalieva intimated without explicitly stating that Kazakhs and Kyrgyz shared significant history, including experiences such as the one above. She suggested that Kyrgyz were aware that the Kazakh experience appeared harsher to her colleagues and other people around her at the time.   
Moved and inspired by this encounter, Kumushalieva braved her way to the capital to break into the world of art and culture. She pointed out that they had a lot of hope for the future despite the difficulties such as starvation. Although this response seemed like an understatement on her part, it indicated that she knew that she needed to find a way to make her way out of potential disasters in the countryside such as this. In the capital, Kumushalieva’s identity as a recently urbanized rural girl merged into her stage persona as a Soviet actress. She was exposed to the non-Kyrgyz population of the capital, and honed her art under the tutelage of non-Kyrgyz directors and producers who learned their craft from westward-looking masters in Russia.
The sacrifices and rewards on the path to becoming “modern”
The other three women, Saira Kiyizbaeva, Baken Kydykeeva, and Darkul Kuiukova, followed the same path as Kumushalieva to becoming theater, opera and film stars in Kyrgyzstan. Formerly nomadic and newly urbanized Kyrgyz elites such as these four women learned to see themselves as part of a promising new generation that belonged to the modern, international communist world. They state expected these women to downplay their nomadism and denounce their social standing that often originated from the economic status of their families. Although they did not all come from wealthy families, once moving into the position of cultural elites, they had to uphold the appearance of urbanized intellectuals.  
According to their relatives and colleagues, all four of these women took immense pride in developing their craft and working long hours under meager conditions to succeed. Baken Kydykeeva’s daughter-in-law Zaryl Jekshenbaeva pointed out in an interview that her “mother” (she called her mother-in-law, “mother”) used to dedicate most of her day to honing her skills as an actress. Jekshenbaeva referred to Kydykeeva’s daily routine as fifteen- to sixteen-hour days.  She said her mother was dedicated to her work: “She would have rehearsals all day and later either be on stage or a movie set or be learning her lines late in to the evening. Often she did not communicate with us, simply sitting in her bedroom working."[footnoteRef:30] Such intense work environment and ethic formed Kydykeeva not just as an actress, but also as a Kyrgyz intellectual and a role model.  [30:  Zaryl Jekshenbaeva, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 11 April 2006.] 

In the second half of the twentieth century, as path-breakers and trendsetters, actresses such as Kydykeeva educated the younger generations of actors and actresses. In an interview, actress Gulshara Duulatova (1930-2008) emphasized several times that Darkul Kuiukova’s professionalism inspired her to emulate the elder actress both as a performer and as a Kyrgyz woman. In her twenties, Duulatova had the good fortune to learn from Kuiukova in person. She wanted me to understand that these women set the standard for professionalism and artistry on stage. Duulatova said “after watching my first rehearsal, Kuiukova called me to her office to tell me not to gesture with my hands so much. She told me that ‘a Kyrgyz girl does not act that way’ and that I must project my character with my words and facial expressions rather than exaggerated hand motions.” Kuiukova had taken on the position of a national symbol in the eyes of Duulatova and her cohorts. Trying to prove her point, Duulatova listed all the Kyrgyz heroines Kuiukova portrayed on stage and film, and provided the following example: 
You know the character of Janyl Myrza in Kyrgyz history, do you not? She was a hero, who protected her people, her Motherland.  She was not afraid of anything, and did not obey anybody.  Moreover, she didn’t humiliate or underestimate herself—a sign of a very strong young woman. She did not get married for a long time. Then she had to kill her beloved. Not every Kyrgyz woman can do this. She was protecting her honor by doing so. Kuiukova embodied this image so perfectly. The peak of her artistic creativity was this character, Janyl Myrza.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Gulshara Duulatova, interview by the author, Bishkek, 18 June 2006.] 

She said that if it were not for this regal woman, many Kyrgyz actresses of her generation would “remain ordinary.”[footnoteRef:32] These women like Kuiukova with prominent personalities were mentors for ordinary Kyrgyz girls who aspired to be actresses. In addition to Kyrgyz girls, in the eyes of the younger generation of actors, actresses and their audiences, these women’s stage identities melded into their off-stage personalities. People still talk and write about them as if they were the heroic characters they portrayed. [32:  Gulshara Duulatova, interview by the author, Bishkek, 18 June 2006.] 

Kumushalieva, diminutive in stature with a large personality, appealed to her audiences as an everyday woman. The adjectives that came up when describing Kumushalieva constructed an image of a person who was kind, familiar, and gentle. During my interviews with her, however, she seemed frank and unwavering. She did not suppress memories that may have seemed too private or unsympathetic. For instance, when she talked about her husband, Muratbek Ryskulov, the most-cherished Kyrgyz actor of all time, she wanted me to understand that she was the one who taught “this country boy with an tremendous talent” to read and write.[footnoteRef:33] She recalled that she worked as hard on her husband’s career as on her own. Her generosity and selflessness came through in numerous interviews and written sources. Everyone agreed that Kumushalieva worked hard. In fact, when I interviewed her in the summer of 2002, she had just completed three plays for a summer festival at age eighty-five. [33:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

Kumushalieva’s journey of hard work began when Abdylas Maldybaev (1906-1978), the director of the Kyrgyz Theater, discovered her at the village of Kyzyl Asker. The theater troupe was at the village for a performance when Maldybaev asked this tiny schoolteacher to sing for them. This was the same Maldybaev who later became a highly respected composer. He had begun to establish himself as a leader in the performing arts circles. On 1 September 1934, Kumushalieva arrived to Bishkek Kyrgyz Drama Theater to become a protégée of the esteemed actress Anvar Kuttubaeva. It was only Kuttubaeva who took this young and budding actress under her wing. Moreover, it was Kuttubaeva’s leading role that made Kumushalieva famous. When the veteran actress fell ill before a sold out performance, Kumushalieva stepped in to take over the cherished title role of Karachach (Dark-haired Girl) in the Jantoshev –both the author and the director—play with the same name. Despite the skeptics, the audience took to her right away. Three days later, the newspapers wrote about this promising actress. She did not disappoint the theater critics, audiences, and her colleagues. Kumushalieva worked in this theater for seventy years.[footnoteRef:34]   [34:  Abdrasul’ Zhunushov, Sabira Kumushalieva: chygarmachylyk portret (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1985).] 

Kumushalieva’s work extended beyond the boundaries of the theater. In the late 1930s, she traveled the country with six other actors in order to keep the collective farmers’ spirits up. During these prewar years, one of the administrators of the Kyrgyz National Theater approached Kumushalieva and her fellow actors: 
People forgot how to smile.  Everybody is sad. We need to send you to the collective farms to entertain them.  Who is willing to go? Seven of us went from one village to another.  At that time, we saw what famine was.  I am 88 years old now, and I have worked for 68 years.  We experienced many of difficulties, but never saw such suffering.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

Kumushalieva retrospectively suggested that during the Stalinist purges, she, like many of her colleagues, developed an inner resolve. She argued that she consequently emerged from these experiences a truly patriotic woman even more in touch with her own Soviet Kyrgyz culture.  
During the Great Patriotic War, Kumushalieva’s career also took her to darkened houses of culture and Lenin’s corners without electricity. She and her colleagues toured the country and put on plays under oil lamps in many mountain towns. She expressed that this was their way to cheer up their war-weary compatriots. It is because she performed for such audiences that people remember her best for her comedic characters in theater as well as for thirty-two films. Her unassuming everyday persona made her convincing as a comedian. Nonetheless, the dramatic grandmother’s role in the film Ak Keme established her as a legend.[footnoteRef:36] Her performance made an impression, even miles away in New York. On 22 December 1978, American film critic Jennifer Dunning wrote, “it is the actors who make the White Ship more than a lyrical little folktale.” She praised the work of the director Shamshiev and his actors by concluding that the film “is a treat for the eyes and the spirit.”[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Ak Keme (Belyi parakhod or White Steamship), the 1976 Bolotbek Shamshiev film adaptation of Chingiz Aitmatov’s short story.]  [37:  Jennifer Dunning, “The Generation Gap” in New York Times Film Reviews, 1977-1978 (New York: Random House, 1978,) D22, C12: 1, 265.] 

In the interviews, however, the stories of Kumushalieva’s kind, familiar, and even a bit fragile persona contradicted other impressions of her. There was a side of her that intrigued younger actors. According to actress Iskra Raimkulova, Kumushalieva could take on the most difficult and unpopular roles as the villain. Raimkulova visibly shivered remembering how mean this tiny woman could be both on the stage and off while she played the villain. Raimkulova said, “we, young actresses, used to complain about her meanness and laugh it off.”[footnoteRef:38] Likewise, actor Egemberdi Bekboliev stressed the physically and mentally strong and emotionally resilient side of Kumushalieva.[footnoteRef:39] He reported, in the summer of 1987, their troupe went to the Great Alai region for a tour. He talked about one-meter high snow on the ground in July at the village of Sary Tash. Bekboliev proudly recalled how, despite the snow, people came to see Kumushalieva in Mukhambet Toktobaev’s play Kol Jeegindegi (On the Lakeshore). Bekboliev reported, “the head of the Sary Tash village told me that he could not bring himself to watch the play because the makeshift stage straddled a high mountain ledge. He feared that seemingly frail Kumushalieva was going to fall.” Everyone was on his or her toes while she was on stage, according to Bekboliev. This showed them how talented and how tough she could be.  He said: “she was just like a typical Kyrgyz woman, with an attitude and grace.” Apparently, this was the ideal image of an ideal Kyrgyz woman—physically strong and appealing. At the end of the day, two young sovkhoz (collective state farm) workers brought her slightly wilted, but still fragrant edelweiss flowers. Evidently, the director of the sovkhoz had sent the two young men to climb the higher ledges of the Great Alai to pick the flowers, a one-day trip on horseback. By the time Kumushalieva was taking her bows, the flowers were on stage in her hands. [38:  Iskra Raimkulova, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 10 May 2006.]  [39:  Egemberdi Bekboliev, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 5 May 2006.] 

“Kydykeeva’s Magic” 
Like Kumushalieva, Baken Kydykeeva, another daughter of Tököldösh, possessed a powerful stage and film presence, one, which theater circles coined as “Kydykeeva’s Magic.”[footnoteRef:40]  “Her gorgeous physical exterior reflected her inner beauty, that was her magic,” said actor Ashyr Chokubaev.[footnoteRef:41] Yet my interviews and written sources depict an entirely different persona, both on stage and off. When people talk about Kydykeeva, they describe a graceful woman who is not necessarily strong, but rather vulnerable. They seem to construct a fragile image of her with a hint of poignant sympathy in their voices and expressions. It may not be a coincidence, then, that she made her theatrical debut in 1938 as the victimized character of Laurencia in the seventeenth-century Spanish play Fuenteovejuna of the playwright and poet Lope de Vega (1562-1635).   [40:  Abas Syrymbetov, Baken Kydykeeva (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1976).]  [41:  Ashyr Chokubaev, interview by the author, Bishkek, 17 June 2006.] 

The play is about the 1476 rebellion in the village of Fuenteovejuna in Castile. The commander of the occupying forces, Fernán Gómez de Guzmán, attempts to subjugate the people of the town in the name of Juana and Alfonzo of Portugal, under the Order of Calatrava.[footnoteRef:42] Among other misdeeds, the commander initiates droit de seigneur, an act that allows the lord of an estate to take the virginity of the estate's virgins. One of the virgins is Laurencia. She is a villager who stands up to the commander of the occupying forces and the town’s men folk who are not brave enough to protect their women and the town. First, Laurencia fights back, gathers the women of the town, and then with a melodramatic speech shames the men into action. The villagers kill the commander on the urging of Laurencia. At the end of the play, every villager takes the blame for the murder and responds to the investigators that it was Fuenteovejuna who murdered the commander. Kydykeeva’s upright posture, pretty face, expressive eyes and strong voice made her the ideal candidate for the role of Laurencia. According to actors Satybaldy Dalbaev and Ashyr Chokubaev, Kydykeeva was a perfect actress for playing “European characters.” These two men concurred that she had a “Western demeanor,” pointing out in two separate interviews that the audiences loved her as an “exotic and vulnerable European beauty.”[footnoteRef:43] Two other actors emphasized, “Baken’s soul was epic, perfect for the characters like Laurencia, like Anna in Anna Karenina.” Actor Egemberdi Bekboliev said, “God created Baken to play these classical heroines. She melted into these classical and epic women.”[footnoteRef:44]   [42:  Elman, Linda L. "None Dare Call it Rape: The Case of Laurencia." Romance Languages Annual 8 (449-54): 1996.]  [43:  Satybaldy Dalbaev, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 20 May 2006; Ashyr Chokubaev, interview by the author, Bishkek, 17 June 2006.]  [44:  Egemberdi Bekboliev, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 5 May 2006; Iskra Raimkulova, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 10 May 2006.] 

Both scholarship and popular responses to Kydykeeva’s portrayal of Laurencia emphasize how symbolic she was for women during the Soviet era. Several scholars have pointed out that the play had an exceptional success in the Soviet Union, starting with the revolutionary era. Linda L. Elman suggests that Laurencia is the metaphor for the whole of the peasantry and that she represents the mistreated and abused lower classes that fight back. Obviously, the Marxist-Leninist administrators would cherish such a play and encourage its staging from the smallest village clubs to the most esteemed venues such as the Moscow Art Theater. The treatment of the play and Laurencia’s potency needs to be examined further, however, from the point of view of the Kyrgyz oral and epic tradition. Kyrgyz oral tradition and short stories such as Aitmatov’s are bejeweled with graceful yet strong, honest and bright girls and women. They often defend the honor of their family, town or country, a central theme of Fuenteovejuna. Many audience members still remember Kydykeeva in tattered clothes and disheveled hair with a fierce and forceful voice as Laurencia: “women, come up here, come defend your honor, because these men will not do it for you, show some self-respect!”) After the performance, a group of young audience members, mostly women, gathered to greet and congratulate this young actress. They said: “finally we have our own star. We need to protect her.”[footnoteRef:45] Laurencia instituted young Kydykeeva as a symbol of hope, revolution and liberation from old values and traditions.    [45:  Kulbubu Bekturganova, Kyrgyzsatndyn acyl kyzdary (Bishkek: Mamlekettik til jana entsiklopedia borboru, 2006). 286.] 

Kydykeeva’s film career established her as the pioneering female icon of Kyrgyz film. Her presence and work in Soviet films defined how a Kyrgyz actress was to perform on the big screen. Before and after the Soviet state named her as the “People’s Artist of the USSR” in 1970, her work raised the quality and popularity of the films of directors such as Aleksei Sakharov (Pereval or The Crossing),Gennadiy Bazarov (Materinskoe Pole or Mother Earth), and Melis Ubukeev (Belie Gory or White Mountains and others).[footnoteRef:46]   [46:  Abas Syrymbetov, Baken Kydykeeva (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1976); Valentina S. Ivanova, Baken Kydykeeva (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1980).] 

Kydykeeva’s ascent to stardom seemed less dramatic than that performance, and in some ways, less fortunate than the life of Kumushalieva. For one thing, unlike Kumushalieva, she was not married to the most celebrated male star (Muratbek Ryskulov) of her country.[footnoteRef:47] Kydykeeva began her career as a fourteen year-old, in the Youth Theater of Kyrgyzstan. Sadly, the government that gave many prestigious awards to this actress failed to take care of her; not uncommon at the end of the Soviet era and after independence. The very system that opened many doors to Kydykeeva and “brought light” to many women through her did not value her enough to provide basic comforts to her at the end of her life. The pursuit of a “civilized” professional achievement and comfortable personal future seem to have collapsed into “backward” disarray. She died at the age of seventy in dire conditions.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  Dmitrii L. Brudnyi, Muratbek Ryskulov (Moskva: Vserossiiskoe teatral’noe obshchestvo, 1974)]  [48:  Abas Syrymbetov, Baken Kydykeeva, (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1976); Valentina S. Ivanova, Baken Kydykeeva (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1980).] 

Juggling motherhood, stage careers and the subtleties of ideological leadership  
“To bring light to women,” meant rescuing them from the darkness of “backwards” traditions that kept them from participation in careers outside of the home. Some overachieving women such as actress Darkul Kuiukova took this message to heart by exceeding expectations.[footnoteRef:49] While she became the quintessential Kyrgyz actress and role model, Kuiukova managed to take care of a household of eleven that included six children, two grandmothers, one grand aunt and a husband.[footnoteRef:50] Women like her took on Herculean tasks on top of full-time careers in theater and cinema. Kuiukova, one of eleven children, grew up poor in Tököldösh, transferring the tragedies of her early years to insightful and convincing characters on stage and film. As young actresses, she and Baken Kydykeeva became friends to remain close until Kydykeeva’s early death in 1973. They even had unique nicknames for each other. “Daki” (Kuiukova) was the caretaker in this relationship. “Bakelek” (Kydykeeva) relied on her slightly older friend and colleague.[footnoteRef:51] Kuiukova’s daughter Raima Abdubachaeva reflected that her mother lived up to her name Darkul, a combination of Dary (remedy) and Kul (flower). She was resilient like strong medicine, and tender like a flower, protecting and soothing everyone around her.[footnoteRef:52]  [49:  M. V. Muzalevskii and V. l. Ivanov, Narodnye artisty sovetskogo soiuza (Moskva: Kavaler, 2007)]  [50:  Raima Abdubachaeva, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 12 May 2006.]  [51:  Raima Abdubachaeva, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 12 May 2006.]  [52:  Raima Abdubachaeva, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 12 May 2006.] 

Abdubachaeva marveled at her mother’s long hours of work that included rehearsals, plays, tours and dubbing of films. Abdubachaeva said “women like my mother outshined their male colleagues by keeping up with their ordinary family duties. For that very reason, in addition to being heroic actresses, they became everyday heroes to ordinary women.”[footnoteRef:53] One striking example from Kuiukova’s life comes in a story that would play into the official slogan “bringing women together.”  [53:  Raima Abdubachaeva, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 12 May 2006.] 

Bringing women together meant that various ethnic groups worked well together under the common Soviet umbrella. According to her daughter, Kuiukova taught herself to speak Dungan (the language of Muslim Chinese, or Hui, population of Kyrgyzstan). The Dungans—who fled to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and some other Central Asian locations during the Hui Revolts of the late 1800s—filled a niche in Central Asia as farmers and vendors of exotic and delicious foods in the region. By speaking their language, Kuiukova made sure that these vendors in the bazaar favored her when she was shopping. Her daughter remembered, during the Great Patriotic War, Kuiukova was able to buy Dungan salads and other rare foods from the Dungan women by treating them as friends and making them laugh. This was not an easy feat, considering rationing and other difficulties of finding food to feed one’s family in wartime.[footnoteRef:54] Kuiukova’s gentle and skillful overture to the Dungan women of the bazaar left a legacy and established her as humble and authoritative figure. Perhaps it was these types of extraordinary but intimate everyday acts that confirmed Kuiukova’s image as a heroine.  [54:  Raima Abdubachaeva, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 12 May 2006.] 

The public persona and the self-image of a well-known figure such as Kuiukova contributed to the construction of Soviet heroines with an essential Kyrgyz component. She started her career in 1936 at the Youth Theater with Tokobaev’s play Kaigyluu Kakei (Sad Kakei), and worked more than sixty years on stage and in films. Along with Kyrgyz plays, she took on challenging parts in Shakespeare, Brecht, Gorky and Schiller plays. Her roles included Kyrgyz, Soviet and European characters, but she often expressed that her most-prized part was Tolgonai in Chingiz Aitmatov’s play Mother Earth. Playing Tolgonai earned her the People’s Artist of the USSR in 1967. Tolgonai was the quintessential Kyrgyz woman of the Soviet generation who sacrificed everything during the Great Patriotic War for her collective farm and her country.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Kopbai Kumushaliev, Zhizn’ na stene (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1969); Ol’ga Bezborodova and Aleksandr Tuzov, “Koroleva Stseni,” Vechernii Bishkek, 26 October 2001; and Abdrasul’ Zhunushov, Sahna cheberleri (Mastera stseni), (Frunze: Kyrgyzstan, 1988).] 

The definition of Sovietness, as opposed to Kyrgyzness, becomes blurry when considering the self-expression of at least one of the four women. During my interviews with Sabira Kumushalieva, it became obvious that an ideological reality of her time contributed to her own self-image: she was the daughter of a kulak, a wealthy bourgeois, hence an enemy of the Soviet people. In other words, she identified herself with Bolshevik terminology (kulak), and she still “spoke Bolshevik” although it portrayed her family negatively: “When I was fourteen years old, they expelled me from the tekhnikum (vocational school) as a daughter of a kulak.[footnoteRef:56] My ancestors were very rich people.” She proudly remarked that her father owned a bozui that contained more than ten kanat (wings) or portable side panels that make a bozui, suggesting that the bozui was one of the largest in the ail.  [56:  Kotkin’s phrase: “speaking Bolshevik.” Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 198-237.] 

Kumushalieva, like the other children of kulaks, was not only marked for life, but also often deprived of education. Schools separated kulak children from the others: “After they expelled me, there was nothing for me to do. So, one of my aunts took me to School Number Five where she was a teacher. I became a first and second grade teacher.”[footnoteRef:57] Kumushalieva began her teaching career as a teenager, barely older than some of her students.  She remarked, “I was proud of participating in my people’s education.”   [57:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

 Kumushalieva’s nomadic family made a respectable living trading animal products; such privilege haunted her family after the NEP period. Kumushalieva’s family, like many others who made a living from animal husbandry, lived fairly comfortable lives during the first decade of the Soviet Union. Consequently in 1929, at the end of the NEP, they were among the many victims of the “dekulakization” campaign. The communist officials in Tököldösh imprisoned her father for a year, killed her uncle for being a factory-owner, and labeled her as a “daughter of kulaks.” Because of her wealthy nomadic family, Kumushalieva could not fully belong to the so-called socialist brotherhood. Kumushalieva described her official status as a kulak’s daughter, but her actual identity as a nomadic Kypchak. She provided an anecdote on this issue: “I am a descendant of Musulmankul Khan, who supported and helped Kudaiar Khan to become the Khan of Kokand in the nineteenth century. I had to hide this fact from everyone, but they caught me for being a daughter of a wealthy nomadic man anyway.” Kumushalieva had to hide her connection to Musulmankul Khan so that she was not pegged as a relative of a pre-Soviet loyalty. She argued that no matter what her ethnic and social background may have been, she was fortunate to “have the light of education and culture” throughout her lifetime.[footnoteRef:58]   [58:  Sabira Kumushalieva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 19 July 2002.] 

Her interpretation of her fortunes and misfortunes in her early childhood paralleled her affirmative narrative of the drastic changes that took place in the 1920s and 1930s. She claimed that the Soviet government never meant to “harm Kyrgyz traditions.” Her argument indicated that she believed Kyrgyzness survived and even flourished during her lifetime. She believed that Soviet policies in arts helped frame Kyrgyzness in a “contemporary fashion.” 
Darkul Kuiukova, too, constructed an image of the perfect delegate, representing the Kyrgyz women. Kuiukova’s daughter Raima reflected on her mother’s seldom ruminations of her own image. “Mom was born on 19 October 1919, the Komsomol Day.” Raima was amused and proud that her mother would say “I am a Komsomol member. I had to lie to get in to the Komsomol. To be eligible, I told them I was born in 1921.” Raima pointed out that it was imperative for young Kuiukova to be part of the revolutionary establishment. Most significantly, however, Kuiukova’s unwavering recitation of this story indicates that, for her, grounding her image as a solid Soviet citizen and a model Kyrgyz woman took priority. 
The state expected the women of Kyrgyzstan such as actress Sabira Kumushalieva and her three “sisters” from Tököldösh to exhibit their cultural education in public celebrations and on theater stages. On the stage and at the dekady (ten-day cultural festivals) and all-union cultural Olympiads (national competitions among Soviet ethnicities that celebrated cultural work of the proletariat) in Central Asia, the issue of women’s participation was of central importance.[footnoteRef:59] Soviet administrators always emphasized women’s participation in cultural public spectacles, and argued that their presence in arts and celebrations meant that socialism and democracy was beginning to take hold in Kyrgyz society.   [59:  Choi Chatterjee, Celebrating Women (Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002), 68; Karen Petrone, Life Has Become More Joyous, Comrades (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), 36 and121; Jeffrey Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin! (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 96; Lynn Mally, Revolutionary Acts (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 197; Malte Rolf, “Constructing a Soviet Time,” Kritika 1/3 (Summer 2000): 447-73. ] 

Ethnic ideas of gender and religion created complex and potentially alienating attitudes toward women’s public performances. In the Muslim societies of the time, women did not appear on stage, as it would have been shameful for a woman’s family to place herself in front of strangers, especially men. Islam’s stance on women on the stage offered no compromise and women’s presence in the theater caused a problem in Uzbek, Tajik and Uygur regions where Islam was stricter. The authorities had been actively pushing for unveiling since 1927, but putting women on the stage was another matter.  Comrade Akisdov, the Artistic Director of Jalal Abad Theater, complained:
It is very difficult to work in Jalal Abad. There are religious vestiges still today.  Recently, a talented actress Inovotkhan has been accepted to the theater.  Once, following a performance, her parents waited for her on the street.  They wanted to kill her, because she rejected Muslim principles and became an actress.  Consequently, she could not work here and left for Kokand.[footnoteRef:60]  [60:  Marfua Tokhtakhodjaeva, Elmira Turgumbekova and Cassandra Balchin, The Daughters of Amazons: Voices From Central Asia (Lahore: Shirkat Gah Women’s Resource Centre, 1996), 87.] 


The religiously observant societies did not hesitate to resist what they saw as an attack on their religion. Women in theater stood out as one of the most palpable violations of their principles. Generally in Central Asia, cultural and religious attitudes presented significant barriers to women’s participation in entertainment, although not always as extreme as the experience of Inovatkhan. Her experience was common in Central Asia, where many societies prohibited women from entering the arts. The burden of prejudice varied among ethnic groups and regional communities. In Kyrgyzstan, there were exceptional modern girls such as the daughters of Tököldösh who emerged as powerful leaders in the performing arts.[footnoteRef:61] These four Kyrgyz women had the Soviet state’s initiation and support, sometimes at the expense of the well being of their personal relationships and families. The stories of their personal relationships and intimate details on their family lives have been most difficult to obtain. Kumushalieva was not willing to say more than reported here. Similarly, the family members of the other three women preferred not to divulge more details than reflected in this piece. This behavior not only revealed that both Kumushalieva and the relatives of the other three women needed to preserve the distinctive place of these actresses, but also exposed the limited access of outsiders such as myself.    [61:  Barlow et al., eds., The Modern Girl Around the World (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009).] 

These four women might be seen as prototypes for the modern Kyrgyz woman. Women like them made a decisive impact upon the establishment of a new culture in Soviet Kyrgyzstan.[footnoteRef:62] Their coming of age as actresses and Soviet women coincided with the apex of Stalinism. They began working in theater and opera in the early 1930s and quickly became the resident actresses in the Kyrgyz Drama Theater and Kyrgyz Opera. They personified the successful national heroines in that they came from nowhere and rose to become both professional Soviet women and symbolic national figures of modernity.[footnoteRef:63] In fact, by choosing the stage and leaving the cloistered home, they affirmed their Sovietness, consequently contributing to their successes. [62:  Ol’ga Bezborodova and Aleksandr Tuzov, “Koroleva Stseni,” Vechernii Bishkek, 26 October 2001.]  [63:  Kyrgyz sovettik sotsialisttik respublikasy entsiklopediiasy, 1983, 411-423. Recognized by the Soviet state as a national treasure, Kumushalieva was awarded the title National Hero by the newly independent Kyrgyz Republic in 2000.] 

Kyrgyz women who came of age during the 1930s forged several layers of identity.  These layers came from outside influences, shaping women like these four actresses as Soviet citizens, communists who supposedly belonged to an international sisterhood, but at the same time, in Kumushalieva’s case, as a daughter of a condemned rich man. These young actresses grew up within a troubled economic climate. Yet, the very ideas of international communism and the brotherhood of the proletariat were foreign to their families. These were the times when the Soviet state and its indigenous agents turned their attention to Kyrgyz girls and women whom they viewed “downtrodden, oppressed, and hidden.” In the eyes of the Soviets, women’s liberation depended on their westernization. In this context, Slavic cultural influence represented the “West.” These young women also saw their future in these western-oriented changes. Many times, Kyrgyz women of that generation expressed to me that they would have been shepherdesses if it were not for the Soviet Union. Some argued that the brief moments between hours tending sheep and goats that they could find to dedicate to reading and writing were precious to them.  
Although some western attributes appealed to these Kyrgyz women, others represented an alien culture, such as the ways in which girls carried themselves in public. Kumushalieva claimed that when she was growing up, many Kyrgyz girls envied the physical appearance of Russian girls. They wanted to emulate the clothes, hairstyles, and the body language of these “western” girls. The classroom culture and the schoolbooks constantly reminded them that western appearance meant progress. Their Russian, Ukrainian, German, and even Tatar teachers represented sophisticated and educated women to them. They were the models to emulate. At the same time, however, the Kyrgyz girls wanted to maintain their “unique national identity.” First, the official education policy placed the Russian language and culture above all the others. In the 1930s, the state began to elevate gradually non-Russian national folk traditions to equal status with that of Russian. The daughters of Tököldösh who learned Russian early on as schoolgirls and pioneers moved up in their professional lives partly due to their bilingual education and abilities. 
In terms of participation in Soviet society, the tension between modern and traditional put Central Asian women at a disadvantage in comparison to the women from the western regions.  Even as urbanized women, they had to struggle against Islamic and other traditions, and linguistic adversity. This is, in effect, a story of loss, a sense of loss by means of assimilation. Unlike a provincial Russian woman who might have moved to the capital and became an actress, other complexities shaped Kumushalieva’s identity. Her identity enveloped a sedentarized nomad; a liberated Muslim girl; a communist teenager who belonged to a larger multinational state; and a schoolgirl who the same state labeled as the daughter of a kulak. As these layers helped to form her identity as a new Soviet woman, so it was that even more complex layers managed to turn her into a modern woman and actress.[footnoteRef:64] Kumushalieva reported that she had the responsibility to hold up her Kyrgyz sense of being and behaving that was different than that of other non-Kyrgyz actresses. She could not behave like a Russian actress, for example. She assumed that I understood what she meant by such vague comments, and refused to elaborate. [64:  Marianne R. Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006.) Kamp explored these seemingly conflicting and fluid identities in the Uzbek context.] 

Authentic Soviet citizens
The lone opera star Saira Kiyizbaeva raised some eyebrows when she wore the emancipated and Europeanized women role well, not only on the opera stage but also on the streets. Iris Beybutova, a professor of International Studies at the Kyrgyz National University remembered and conveyed with delight her relatives’ expressions of Kiyizbaeva. Beybutova said that the most famous opera star of her country would appear on the streets of Bishkek in sophisticated European fashions, sometimes sporting a hat or even a cigarette.[footnoteRef:65] Although some people disapproved of this seemingly un-Kyrgyz expression of joie de vivre, Kiyizbaeva seemed exempt from stern social criticism. She had achieved a level of identity that protected her from social stigmatization.   [65:  Iris Beybutova, interview by the author, Bishkek, 7 July 2006.] 

Also, as one of the daughters of Tököldösh, Kiyizbaeva began singing at age three at home, in the fields, and never stopped after that.[footnoteRef:66] Her talent became apparent to her poor but blessed parents at that young age. Her father once uttered oft-quoted words that “of all my children, Saira will be the one with a future.” As a teacher, Kiyizbaeva stands out among these four actresses.   [66:  A. G. Kuznetsov, Saira Kiizbaeva, ocherk zhizni i tvorchestva (Bishkek: Ilim, 1994).] 

Kiyizbaeva, after a thirty-year stage career in opera, founded the School of Professional Vocal Training in the capital of Kyrgyzstan, ran the Vocal Training Program at the Bubura Beishenalieva Art Institute, eventually becoming one of a handful of Kyrgyz artists to earn the title of the People’s Artist of the USSR in 1958. After discovering her passion for the opera while watching a performance of Kasymaly Jantoshev’s Karachach at her local club, she was determined to learn to sing like the singers on that miniature stage. She expressed that the singer who played the main character Karachach expressed the tragic fate of Karachach so vividly that she wanted to touch people the same way.  
Young Saira Kiyizbaeva proved to be an exceptional Soviet girl, never missing an opportunity that the state provided to the young Kyrgyz. She became involved in the Komsomol, quickly taking the leadership position of the regional Komsomol. While at the university, she worked as one of the organizers and jury members of the Kyrgyz Cultural Olympiads. Her singing talent coupled with her aptitude for leadership opened many doors for Kiyizbaeva. At age nineteen, she made her way into a leading role of Chynar in the opera Altyn Kyz (Golden Girl). She portrayed Chynar, a Kyrgyz girl who willingly accepted the new Soviet way of life despite the social pressures and consequences. This role defined her function of an exemplary revolutionary, a model Soviet citizen and a liberated woman. She kept this image both on the stage and off. Although she had three daughters, she never gave up working and thriving in her careers. She, however, greatly contributed in elevating her Kyrgyz heritage by taking her most famous role, the leading part of Aichürök in the Kyrgyz opera with the same name. This epic opera by Abdylas Maldybaev placed Kyrgyz ways of life on stage, complete with the mountains and the bozui, giving Kiyizbaeva a new opportunity to portray the legendary strength of Kyrgyz women. She stood tall and straight on stage, and mesmerized the audience. Thanks to another daughter of Tököldösh, the line between the legend of a strong Kyrgyz nomad and the liberated Soviet woman was, once again, blurred.            
Early in her career, in the 1930s Kiyizbaeva studied music and opera under highly-regarded teachers such as Marya Dmitrievna, the sister of composer Dmitri Shostakovich, in Kyrgyzstan and later at Bolshoi Theater in Moscow. She continued to study in the P.I. Tchaikovsky Academy of Music in Moscow until the Great Patriotic War. Kiyizbaeva did not shy away from continuing her exemplary Soviet role and toured on the battlefront to entertain and support the Soviet soldiers. As a member of the “Eagles of Tianshan,” she toured about 200 days on the front in Kaliningrad and Bryansk. Finally, the confirmation of Kiyizbaeva as the ultimate “international” Soviet citizen came when she became a deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the Kyrgyz SSR. Her declarations of Kyrgyzness seemed to confirm the official discourse. Yet, her daughter Aigul suggested that her mother was proud of being a Soviet citizen.[footnoteRef:67] Her Kyrgyzness and Soviet identity did not cause any conflict. She, in fact, could not separate the two, according to her daughter. Kiyizbaeva made sure that her three daughters and all her students understood this “fact” well.   [67:  Aigul Kiyizbaeva, daughter of Saira Kiyizbaeva, interview by the author, Bishkek, 15 June 2006.] 

Satybaldy Dalbaev pointed out that when they worked together, everyone understood that “she was the authority, she was the cultured one, and she was the teacher’s teacher.”[footnoteRef:68] Egemberdi Bekboliev argued that everyone knew Kiyizbaeva from the radio. Her voice was so distinct and powerful that everyone remembered her. Bekboliev added that without her aptitude for hard work “day after day, year after year, anyone else might have wasted such God-given talent,” suggesting that it took someone with Kiyizbaeva’s ambition to become a Soviet heroine.[footnoteRef:69] [68:  Satybaldy Dalbaev, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 20 May 2006.]  [69:  Egemberdi Bekboliev, interview by Baktibek Isakov, Bishkek, 5 May 2006.] 

In an interview, actress Gulshara Duulatova attested to the power of Kiyizbaeva’s talent and influence. Duulatova, a relative of Kiyizbaeva, asserted, “because of Saira, I became an actress.” When she was in the eighth grade in Tokmok, Duulatova became ill.  Her mother took her to Frunze to live with Kiyizbaeva during which time Duulatova watched many rehearsals and performances of Kiyizbaeva. In her talented relative’s care, Duulatova learned about work ethic and determination. Kiyizbaeva inspired Duulatova to recover and accept the challenge of becoming an actress. “If Kiyizbaeva hadn’t taken me to the theater and the opera, I don’t know what would have become of me,” Duulatova exclaimed.[footnoteRef:70]        [70:  Gulshara Duulatova, interview by the author, Bishkek, 18 June 2006.] 

Official discourse on Soviet Kyrgyzness reflected martyrdom and heroism of the mid to late 1930s. This rhetoric used the reciprocal relationship between Kyrgyz women and Soviet nationality policies. The official rhetoric claimed that the Party gave Kyrgyz women their newly found liberation and freedoms. In turn, the propaganda constantly conveyed to Kyrgyz women that they needed to assist the Party to disseminate socialist ideology. The official language of the Party dictated that the state created the modern Kyrgyz nation with women’s support. Women learned to “speak Bolshevik” with a Kyrgyz accent, namely by incorporating their nationality into a fusion of nationalities.[footnoteRef:71] Kyrgyz and Uzbek women learned to construct private lives while sipping tea and cooking meals together, in small family units, and circles of girlfriends that protected their religious and ethnic traditions. Gradually, they enabled each other to engage in state-initiated work without harming their sacred (and often secret) private lives. Such private events included the suppers to break the fast during Ramadan, and the seventh-day and fortieth-day prayers following someone’s death. They secretly preserved religious and ethnic traditions as they maintained their indigenous languages, sitting down in a circle around a dastarkhan[footnoteRef:72] for tea, which they showed to the outside world simply as individual family habits.[footnoteRef:73] Although it is worth noting that none of the interviewees explicitly refer to preserving religious traditions. They constructed an identity that fused many aspects of their community with Soviet practices in order to respond to the demands of their own society and the state. [71:  Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 198-237. ]  [72:  Dastarkhan is a traditional cloth that is spread on the floor for meals. With the advent of modernity in Kyrgyz and Uzbek homes and the arrival of high tables and chairs, it came to mean “table cloth.”]  [73:  Herbert L. Bodman and Nayyirah Tawhidi, Women in Muslim Societies (Boulder: Lynne Reinner Publishers, 1998).138.] 

Kyrgyzness— due to no small participation on the part of Kyrgyz women — was an amalgamation of Soviet ideals, indigenous traditions, and communities, fused with native myths and epic stories. Strong women of the nomadic past melded into idealized Soviet women —women who stood up against the tyranny of religious traditions and patriarchy.[footnoteRef:74] Women such as the actresses discussed in this article helped perform Kyrgyzness, an identity that fictional characters enhanced. For example, Manas’s wife Kanykei, a strong and authoritative female figure, began to appear frequently on the stage. [footnoteRef:75] The strength and indomitable spirit of actresses such as Kumushalieva made it possible for actors to become a vital force in creating the national narrative for Kyrgyzstan. One of the “four daughters of Tököldösh,” Darkul Kuiukova remembered an incident: [74:  The interviewees did not explicitly distinguish religion and patriarch as separate types of oppression. They often talked about all pre-Soviet oppression as one type of tyranny. ]  [75:  The post-Stalin era made it possible for such suspect materials as national epics to be seen as acceptable topics for production onstage.  For more, see Brudnyi, Iz istorii russko-kirgizskoy literaturnyh i teatral’nyh sviazei, 129-144.] 

There was a field camp in Ysyk Köl.  The inhabitants of the neighboring ails, agriculturists, shepherds had gathered there for an evening performance of Chingiz Aitmatov’s Mother Earth.  After the play, actors had changed their clothes and removed their make-up. A group of spectators had gathered by the tent. A gray-haired aksakal expressed his desire to talk to me, the leading actress:
“Thank you, Darkul, thanks you daughter.”
“You’re welcome father, it is my job.”
“Yes, but a job done well is done meaningfully. “
“Thank you too, father.”
Following a short pause, the aksakal asked Kuiukova:
“Do you know Manas, Darkul?”
“I do.”
“Do you remember Kanykei?”
“I do.”
“Well, I thought that there is no one like Kanykei. But when I watched the image of Tolgonai you created, I said that she is the same as Kanykei.[footnoteRef:76] [76:  A. Lippe, “Image, Actress, Time,” Sovetskaia Kirgiziia, December 27, 1966] 

According to Darkul Kuiukova’s story, the aksakal acknowledged that powerful and familiar folk heroines like Kanykei found an expression in Soviet theater. Kyrgyz actresses like her participated in producing a theater that incorporated the images of oral tradition of the pre-revolutionary era.
During the second half of the 1930s, the state allowed Kyrgyz women to express their ethnic traditions more openly than the 1920s. The women, in turn, emerged as Soviet women. Sabira Kumushalieva and other Kyrgyz women helped the Soviet administrators forge a revolutionary culture in Soviet Kyrgyzstan. Along with other “native talents,” she played a crucial role in shaping this new and foreign culture into something that appealed to people. Kumushalieva resembles many in Kyrgyzstan who envisioned their future within the framework of a new and “modern” Soviet system, even while some of their fellow countryman fought against it during the first two decades of the twentieth century. Like many young people of the time to whom the state’s promises of prosperity and cultural revolution seemed convincing, Kumushalieva participated in shaping the cultural policies of the state that accommodated both the CPSU and the Kyrgyz people. In the end, the new culture ultimately turned out to be a fusion of revolutionary (primarily Russian) and Kyrgyz cultures, which we may call “the Soviet culture of Kyrgyzstan.”[footnoteRef:77] Talented and influential people such as the four daughters of Tököldösh fashioned communities that contained elements of both cultures. Most important, their perception of what it meant to be “modern” transcended notions of ethnicity and nationality. [77:  For more on hybridity, see Deniz Kandiyoti, “Port-Colonialism Compared: Potentials and Limitations in the Middle East and Central Asia,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 34 (2002): 279-297; and Viola, Contending with Stalinism, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002),1-17.  ] 

