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«A 8e0b ewe neped Kaxrcovbim Yenl08eKoM Coum
Heu30b18HAs 3a0a4a-OblMb 4el08EeKOM, Ce200Hs, 3a6mpd, 8ce20a»
(4. Aiimmamos)
Annomayus. JlaHHas CTaThs MOCBSIIEHA YKOKPUTHYECKOMY JTUTEPATypHOMY aHAIU3y pOMaHa
«[Imaxa» Y. AiitMaToBa. AKTYaJIbHOCTh JAHHOW pabOThI 3aKJII0OYAeTCs B BOIPOCAX JKOJIOTHUU Kak
HUKOTJIa paHee BCTaBIIMMHU TIepel BceM MupoM B 21 Beke M B YaCTHOCTH B
Keipreizcrane. VM3ydeHne oTpakeHHs 3TON NpoOIeMbl B JTUTEpAType SIBISETCS KpalHEe BaKHBIM U
paboTbl AMTMaroBa, 4acToO 3aKJIIOYAIONIMNE TEMbl B3aMMOOTHOUICHHWH YeJIOBEKa W TPHPOIBI
OTJIMYHBIA TOMY MIpuMep. B HaileM aHanuse Mbl paccMaTpuBaeM H300paskeHHE BOTYbEH Mapbl Kak
OJTHMX W3 TJIaBHBIX T'€POEB, a TAKXKe M300paKeHHE OKpYyKarollel cpeabl U yenoBeka. Mcmonb3ys
MeTon mpucranbHoro 4yreHusi (close reading) Mbl BBISIBHIIM OOECIIOKOGHHOCTH aBTOpPa PACTYIIUM
HEBE)KECTBOM YEJIOBEKa 10 OTHOIICHHIO K MPUPOJE U UCUE3HOBEHNEM YHUKAIBHOU (DIIOPHI 1 (hayHBI
B LlenTpasibHOM A3un. AWTMATOB MPEIYIPEkKAAET YEIOBEUECTBO O OyAyIIEeM, B KOTOPOM U YEJIOBEK,
U OKPY’KAIOII[asi €ro MPUpPOJIa MOHECYT MOTEPH.

Abstract. The present paper is devoted to the ecocritical analysis of Ch. Aitmatov’s novel
"The place of the Skull". The topicality of this paper lays on the questions of ecology that are being
at stake globally in the 21st century and that has become relevant for Kyrgyzstan as never before.
Representation of the environmental issues in literature is crucial, and Aitmatov, whose works often
contain themes of relationship between nature and human is perfect to study. In our analysis we
distinguish the wolf pair as main characters, setting and human depiction. With the close reading as
the method we reveal the author’s concern of growing human ignorance towards the nature and the
extinction of unique flora and fauna in Central Asia. The research concludes that Aitmatov warns
humanity about the future, where both: human and its surrounding nature suffer losses.

Kniouesvie cnosa: Alitmaros, [1naxa, 5JKOKpUTUIIN3M, BOTUbS M1apa, MECTO JEHCTBUS, UEIOBEK.
Keywords: Aitmatov, The Place of the Skull, ecocriticism, wolf pair, setting, human.

With the rise of industrialization, issues of impending or existing hotbeds of environmental
catastrophe have become acute. Deforestation, climate change, declining biodiversity, and other
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environmental challenges are prompting countries worldwide to undertake campaigns and introduce
new laws to regulate, to reduce the negative impact of human activities. Still, the problem exists.
And at the moment, our country Kyrgyzstan, “whose nature and its components are a national asset
and one of the main factors of its socio-economic development” suffers from annually increasing
amounts of air, water and soil pollution; erosion, degradation, salinization and waterlogging of
arable land; significant amounts of radioactive and toxic waste etc. [5].

The problems of the outside world have always had an impact on the emergence of new
trends in literature, same for ecocriticism. Known also as “green cultural studies”, “ecopoetics”,
“environmental literary criticism” it is a comparatively new, an interdisciplinary approach that has
been evolving since the end of 80s-90s. Cherryll Glotfelty, a co-founder of ASLE (Association for
the study of literature and environment) and the first professor of this field in the USA, defines
ecocriticism as:

“The study of the relationship between literature and physical environment. Just as feminist
criticism examines language and literature from a gender - conscious perspective, and Marxist
criticism brings awareness of modes of production and economic class to its reading of texts,
ecocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to literary studies” [3].

Ecocritics aim to raise the consciousness towards the relationship between human and nature
and if possible tries to find solutions regarding contemporary environmental issues. They make an
attempt to step away from anthropocentric point of view to the “perspective of nature in its own
terms” [4]. In text interpretation they pay attention to nature, man portrayal and the interaction
between them [2].

“Language and literature transmit values”, ‘‘for how can we solve environmental problems
unless we start thinking about them”, - says Glotfelty [3]. He and the list of other authors and
scholars as William Ruekert, Henry David Thoreu, Joseph Henry Vogel, Lawrence Buell, Serpil
Oppermann, Dana Philips, Gary Snyder set the basis for the approach’s theory (Ecocriticism).
However, it is still in its development, there are no fixed assumptions and single way of a theory
application. Therefore, the topic of ecocriticism needs to be studied.

For the analysis we chose Chyngyz Aitmatov’s book “Plakha”/ “The place of the Skull”
originally written in Russian in 1986. Our choice of this Kyrgyz author lies not only in his
popularity and overall impact, but also in the fact that during his lifetime Aitmatov was an
environmental activist himself, who for example, during his lifetime raised the questions of Issyk-
Kul shallowing and pollution, and who pointed out the imbalance in the interaction between nature
and man [5, p. 44-45]. The novel under discussion was determined by one of the dominant themes
of the work as relationship of man and nature.

According to the purpose of the paper, we applied a qualitative method of research with the
close reading as a tool, that allows to focus on specific details of the text and thus helps to reveal
deeper meanings behind it. Regarding ecocriticism theory, we focused on the representatives of
nature and man in this book as a wolf pair, setting and human. Therefore, the analysis consists of
three parts, each of which answers the following research questions:

1) How is nature represented in “Place of the Skull”?

2) How is the wolf pair portrayed? What role does this pair play in the plot of the book?

3) How is human represented?

4) What is the author’s message?

Representation of the Wolf Pair as a Tragic Character
At the beginning of the novel, the narrator introduces Akbara’s and Tashchainar’s wolf pair
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story line, which continues to appear episodically throughout the book and that, becomes central to
the end. With the she-wolf as the main object of narration Akbara represents the head of the couple,
while Tashchainar implies the physical strengths and protection:

«B smoti nape nomuix, Axbapa Ovinia 201060U, ObLIA YMOM, el NPUHAONENCANO NPABO
3QYUHAMbL 0XOmMY, a OH Obll BEPHOU CUNOU, HAOEHCHOU, HEYMOMUMOL, HEYKOCHUMENbHO
ucnonusaowul ee gonroy [1].

The author attempts to describe Akbara’s life, state and thoughts making them relatable to
human. For instance, in these lines we see that she-wolf might feel fear and lack of confidence,
might be vulnerable and in need of affectionateness and care from her partner’s side:

«.... NOCle MO20 KAK OHA HEeMHO20 NOYCHOKOUNACL U NpUcperacb noo WUPOKUM OOKOM
Tawuyaiinapa, 6viia 61a200apHa c6oemy GOIKY 3ad MO, YMO OH PA30elul ee Cmpax, 3a mo 4ymo OH
mem CcamvlM B8036paAmuil eli Y8epeHHOCmb 8 cebe, U NOMOMY He NPOMUBUNACL €20 YCePOHbIM
aackam... » [1].

She-wolf can be jealous of her mate. When Tashchainar comes with the scent of another
female wolf, Akbara expresses her anger by biting him and refusing to be near him for a period of
time. Another example is when, she-wolf feels happiness of forthcoming motherhood and readiness
to care and protect the unborn cubs:

« u mym dce Axbapa nouyecmeosand Kak HA Hee HAXIbIHYIA HENCHOCHb-NOmpeOHOCHb
npurackams, npuepems 6y0yuux cOCYHKO8, Omoaeamys uUm c80e MOIOKO MAK KaK eciu Obl OHU Yice
obLU 100 6okom» [1].

We see she-wolf dreaming about eagerly awaited future saigas hunting season:

« ... He MoabKO cama 000vblua Ovlia dceraHHa 6 mom uyac Axbape, CKOIbKO Mo, YMoObl
nocKopee 0XOma COCMOANACL, K020d Obl NOHECIUCH OHU 8 CMENHOU NOo20He NOO0OHO NMuYam
ObLICMPOKPBLILIM ... B amom cmuicn ee onuvetl ocuznuy [1].

As people do, Akbara cries and falls into despair after the loss of her offspring «Ocobenno
Haopuvisanacy Axbapa. Ona eonocuna, kak 6aba na xknaodouwe...» [1]. She prays to the wolves’
Goddess Bury-Anne (the Moon):

« B my nouv Axbape xax Hukozc0a wemko u SACHO npusuoenacv 6ozums 6onxos bropu-Aua,
Haxoouswasics Ha JyHe. Ee kopsewiil cunysm na nosepxnocmu nyHul 6bl1 noxoxc Ha camy Axoapy-
boeunsi bropu-Ana cudena mam Kax mcueas, ¢ OMKUHYMBIM XE0CHMOM U PACKPLIMOU NACMbIO.
..... OHa obpamunace K boeune, niada u xeanysacoy [1].

All these features make Akbara’s character “understandable” and therefore it shifts the
perception of her as just a wild animal to the living-being not essentially different from us.

Moreover, she-wolf’s actions are represented in more positive frame than the majority of
human characters in the novel. In contrast with them, Akbara kills enough to survive and avoids
needless fights with people spurred by fear. In interactions with humans she-wolf prioritizes the
safety of her family to the instant fight. When seeing a human for the first time instead of attacking
Avdii she runs away with her cubs. When she sees helpless and dying Avdii again, she wants to take
a revenge for the destruction of their home and the death of the cubs, but changes her mind and
prevents Tashchainar from attacking. The only time Akbara purposely comes to the man’s habitat is
because her third offspring is stolen.

The union of this wolf pair and its mutual strength is supposed to lead for their long lasting
survival, however as the author points out people’s interference do not let it happen: “He 6wvi10 um
arcuzHu om arooeil nu OHem nu Houvio” [1]. The wolf pair attempts three times to raise the offspring.
The first childbirth is special and Aitmatov conveys the importance of the moment through Akbara’s
“naming” her cubs: the oldest as “borvuwezonosvui”/ “Big-headed”, the middle as
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“Bvicmponocuit”’/ “Swift-footed” and the youngest that resembled the she-wolf as “JTrooumuya ™/
“Favorite”. They meet a soon death in Moyunkum valley during the people’s raid on saigas which
made Akbara and Tashchainar to move closer to Aldash lake. There, among the ancient reeds they
have their biggest offspring of five cubs that also die due to the fire caused by people who has
aimed to clean a new path to the mining places. Wolfes go to the Ak-tyuz mountains and then to the
Issyk-kul region, where their third and last offspring will be stolen by Bazarbai, an alcoholic
shepherd that seeks material purposes. As the result, Akbara and Tashcainar express their anger by
torturing people living near, by howling, attacking and killing the cattle: «... Akbapa u Tawuaiinap
Hapywuau 8onube mady u cmanu Hanadams Ha ooetiy [1]. Driven with despair, the wolves cross
the line and start to kill not for saturation but for slaughter: «/lormopa decsaimka cysenvix mamox
nexcany pacmep3annvle Ha nacmoéuwje. Bcex ux ybunu 36epcku, nepepezag 2opio, youau
beccmblcieHHO- He 0Jisl Hacbluenus, a paou ymepswnenusy [1].

Akbara loses not only her cubs, but the life partner that leads her to the final revenge, see
figure 1 below. She steels Boston’s hope and treasure, an only child Kenzesh. Ironically, Boston
isn’t the one who harmed she-wolf, but he is the one who will suffer. It can be considered as She-
wolf’s revenge on humanity for all of the sufferings she has gone through. It becomes more tragic
when in the end, we see the scene that slightly reminds us the Kyrgyz small epic Kozhozhash [6],
where the father kills his an only child the son mistaking him for an animal and thus gets
punishment for killing more animals than he needed and causing imbalance. Here, in “Place of the
Skull”, Boston while chasing she-wolf, shoots and accidently kills his son instead of wolf. Opposite
to Kozhozhash, innocent Boston pays not for his but for Humanity’s sins. This is the end for
Boston, his life and his line will never continue. The same is for Akbara. Revenge took place and
both sides lost everything.

Nature representation

There are three main settings in the story Moyunkum valley, Aldash lake and Issyk-kul region
and all of them are facing destruction, see figure 2 below. It starts from the valley and finds its
climax in Issyk-kul as we discussed previously with the symbolic death of future for human and
animal (nature).

In introduction to Moyunkum valley Aitmatov referes to it as the “lost world” and proceeds to
describe its previous state. He depicts the valley as “great”, “endless”, “centuries old”, and the only
place where drought-resistant tamarisk plant can be found, emphasizing thus the importance and the
uniqueness of the place with its life circle:

«B smom ympauenom mupe, 6 danexou omcrooa MowHKYMCKOU caganHe, NPOMeKana enuKas
OXOMHUYDBS JHCU3Hb - 68 HECKOHYAEeMOU NO2OHe NO HEeCKOHYAeMbIM MOWHKYMCKUM NPOCMOpam 3d
HecKOHuaemblMu calieaubemu cmaoamu. Koeoa anmunonsvi-caiieaku, obumasuiue ¢ He3anamsamHuix
8peMeH 6 CABAHMBIX CMEeNsX, NPOPOCULUX BEUHO CYXOCHOUHBIM CAKCAYIbHUKOM, OpesHelulie KaK
camo spems....» [1].

People come here to replenish the meat delivery plan to satisfy strict requirements set by the
government. As the result, they kill a big amount of saiga antelope. At this point, Aitmatov touches
upon the real event that took place in USSR, thousands of saiga shooting. In post-Soviet time, with
the increasing poverty, high demand on antelope’s horns on Chinese market the hunting on saiga
became uncontrollable and lead to their nearby extinction [7]. Keeping in mind that the book was
released in 1987, we may assume that Aitmatov predicted the issue or at least was concerned with
the upcomming danger.

Similarly to the valley, Aldash lake area is called “one of its kind”/ «yHukanbubIi» and
distinguished with it “centuries old reeds”/ «ipeBuue kambiim». The lake and plants impede road to
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the open mining places of a rare raw material, therefore people decide to burn the plants.
Consequently, local animals lose their shelter:

«Bce, umo eexamu JHcuno 6 Kamblulax, HAYUHAS OM KAOAHO8 U KOHYAs 3MesMU, 6NAN0 6
NAHUKY KAMbIUMOBbIX uawjobax 3amemanuco 6ce meapuy, and ancient reeds are irrevocably
destroyed « u Ha MHO2UX COMHAX U MbICAYAX 2eKMAPO8 GOKpye o3epa Andaui noodsepeiuch
VHUYMOOICeHUIO Opesrue kambvluuu » [1].

In Issyk-kul region, the local people encounter a pasture degradation issue that affects
scheduled delivery of livestock. One of the main characters Boston addresses the matter but is not
heard by others:

«...Kaxkue mpasewvl, Kaxkue nacmouwa, xaxkue 3emau oviaiu! A umo menepv? Ilviib 0a cyww
Kpy2oM, Kaxcods mpasumKa Ha cuemy, d 6ce NOMOMY, 4mo 3anycKkaiom 6 0eciamsv pasz bonvule osey,
ueM Ha makKue niowaou MOJNCHO, U 08eUbU KONbIMA CMAHOBAMCA na2yoHou 0as Huxy [1].

Thereby, although the main focus is not given to fauna in this part of the novel, the author
brings up the existing problem of soil erosion due to extensive cattle grazing that has been relevant
to Kyrgyzstan for years (https://goo.su/O4fqz64).

Overall, the settings portrayal gives us an ultimate ecological message: the nature habitat of
animals is becoming smaller while human needs are on the rise and flora with fauna on the way to
be distinct.

Human representation

«A 6edv ewe neped KaxtCObIM UENOBEKOM CMOUm Heu3owleHas 3a0aya-Ovimb 4el08eKOM,
ce2o0ms, 3aempa, ececoa» [1]. The thought expressed by Avdii in his monologue about the planet
Earth and human on it is actually the author’s central idea of most, if not all of his books: a human
might be the one by description, but it is his everyday choice that makes him called “a human”.

Throughout the novel a man is portrayed as a piece-breaker. He invades, extends his activity
and fulfills his needs. However, Aitmatov does not necessarily call him evil, he obviously judges,
but also tries to give an explanation for his deeds. For example, the Moyunkum valley invasion is
explained as people’s desperate action caused by the pressure of government to implement the five-
year meat delivery plan:

«...8AJICHO He MOAbKO NPOU3BOOCMBO MscCd, d Gakmuueckdas Msacocoaya, 4Ymo 35mo
€OUHCMBEHHBII 8bIXO0 He YOapums JUYOM 8 2psA3b neped HAPOOOM U Nnepeod B63blCKaAMmelbHbLMU
opeanamu ceviute. OmKyoa ObLIO 3HAMb UM, CIENHbIM BOIKAM, YMO U YEHMPOos8 6 00nacmu uiiu
380HKU, MpeDoaHUe MOMEHMA-XOMb U3-N00 3eMU, HO 0amb NIAH MACOCOAYU, XBAMUMb MAHYMb.
200, 3a8epularowull NAMULEMKY, YmMo CKAXdCeM Mbl Hapooy, 20e NiaH, 20e MsCO, 20€ BbINOJIHEHUE
obsz3amenvcma?» [1].

The participants of saiga- antelope slaughter a former senior lieutenant Ober Kandalov,
Mishash, Kepa, a former drama theater actor Hamlet-Galkin and a former tractor driver and
prisoner Uzyukbai are described as the “loosers”, “embittered against the world people” with
broken destinies:

«l1pesicoe gceco, smo OvLIU 100U Oe300MHble, nepekamu-noie, Kpome pazymeemcs Kenvl: y
MPOUX U3 HUX VWU JHCEeHbl, 6Ce OHU Obliu 6 MOU UIU UHOU CMeneHu HeyOauHuKamu, a
cnedosamenbHo, ObLIU NO bonbuLell Yacmu 031001eHbl Ha mupy [1].

Saiga shooting is their way of earning living wage to survive. Illegal drug dealers Grishan,
Petruha, and Lyenka look for cannabis business to live a better life. Though, people like them force
the officials to burn the plant’s growth area. Aldash lake impedes the rare metal mining places.

Not all are “justified”. We see Bazarbai, a hardened alcoholic that beats his wife and steals the
wolves’ offspring to make money for another alcohol. He puts in danger the entire village and
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becomes the reason for Boston’s loss.

The author states that people are selfish, they are the false Gods that forget of own
dependency on nature «...100u, 6o2u 08ey u oHu dHce ogeuvbu padvl, me KMo Camu HUgym, HO He
0arom GulHCUBAMb OPY2UM, OCODEHHO MeM KO He 3a8UCUm Om HUX, a 80JleH Oblmb c80000HbLIMY [1].
Their ideas may serve for good and evil and they have an opportunity to choose between creation
and destruction «...6 cambix 0ObIUHBIX 0/11 YEL0BEUECNBA BEUWAX MAUMC UCMOYHUK 000pa U 314 HA
3emne. M umo mym 6ce 3agucum om camux N00eU-HA YMO OHU HANPAGAm OHU dMU CAMble
00bIKHOBeHHbIe 01 Hen08ewecmsd eeuu. Ha 000po uau xy0o, Ha cozudanue uiu pasop» [1].

The author does not lose faith in humanity, there are good people: «# sce-maxu mup e be3
0o6puvix mooeti...» [1]. Among the positive characters in the novel we distinguish Avdii Kalistralov,
a person who wants to become a preacher of a new religion. He becomes a part of saiga shooting
team and cannabis collecting gang to learn the motives that forced these people to live like that. In
attempt to change them he dies. A minor character, Inga Fedorovna to whom Avdii is attracted to, as
a part of Tashkent scientific expedition that is in charge of chemical-biological eradication of
cannabis speaks about the way of plant dissemination prevention without damaging the soil.
Another example, is Boston’s wife Gulymkan a woman that feels empathy towards the she-wolf
grief. And finally there is Boston, a hard-working man, loving husband and father that respects the
nature, but who is “killed” for the deed of another human that lead him to take a revenge over
Bazarbai.

It seems, though good people are not enough and industrial demands, poverty, unemployment,
drug addiction, alcoholism will continue to be an obstacle, the reason for the environment suffering.
The author portrays people’s distancing from the nature which is the issue. We are the part of the
nature and with own actions we harm not flora and fauna, but us. People’s actions evoke wolves
anger, Bazarbai’s decision kills Kenzhesh, himself and Boston’s family. The wolf loses chance to
leave descendants as well as Boston loses his an only child. Aitmatov’s message is that we all are
linked together, therefore each of our actions will have an effect.

4. death of their

1. birth of their ozf.fs(i)i'?nﬂ{g?fu?lrzgl 3. move to blggi: offspring
first offspring . . Aldash Lake umarn
intervention) intervention)

7. REVENGE
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killing animals

8. Tragic ending
of wolf pair and
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Issyk-Kul
mountains
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Figure 1. The Journey of Wolf-Pair Characters

(B
E Tun nuyensuu CC: Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) 694



broemens nayxu u npaxkmuxu [ Bulletin of Science and Practice T. 9. Ne6. 2023
https://www.bulletennauki.ru https://doi.org/10.33619/2414-2948/91

D) .
Destruction of
ncient reeds

nkum Valley

4 Extermination of
- saiga-antelopes

-
g "

LB

Issyk-kul region

Soil.Degradatifin

4 Aldash lake area

i

P .
5 N4
¢

Figure 2. Nature destruction in three settings. Source: NABU (https://goo.su/u9myk8); NASA
(https://goo.suldi47i); KNEWS (https://goo.su/3dibwLm)

Aitmatov is proved to be studied from ecocritical perspective and is appropriate to be called
ecocritic himself. During the analysis of the three aspects of “The Place of the Skull” we detected:

a) the personification of a wolf pair, that serves for relatability; the significance of their story
line as their symbolic role of a nature that suffers from human; the reference to Kyrgyz small epic
Kozhozhash;

b) the reference to the real environmental issues as species extinction, soil degradation, fauna
destruction in Kyrgyzstan and overall in Central Asia;

c) the growth of human expansion and the discussion of truth that from one hand justifies the
human activity (man’s perspective) and judges it (wild nature perspective); the idea of staying a
human no matter what today, tomorrow, and always.

Aitmatov brings the realism to his work. Besides, he makes us view the existing
environmental problems from both perspectives. He predicts upcoming ecological catastrophe and
calls for keeping the balance with nature as the solution. We conclude that ecological issues
represented in the book are crucial and people of the world should strive to keep and protect not
only mankind but nature as well.
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