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The early 1990s saw fundamental changes in all post-Soviet
countries. The changes followed the collapse of the Soviet Union and
the declaration of state sovereignty by the republics, the transition to a
market economy as well as economic and cultural reforms. Urban design
and architecture required new ideas and approaches. In the market
economy, private architecture and design studios and companies could
offer unique artistic solutions for public spaces. The return to ethnic
roots and an ethnocultural revival was a significant trend in architecture
design. It reflected new aesthetic ideals and searched for harmony. Many
competitions and contests were organized to promote innovative design
decisions for ethnocultural development in architecture.
There is a connection between the ethnic concepts of space and
time with traditional architecture. The researchers O. Schpingler, G.
Gachev, A. Baiburin, I. Weinberg believed that the culture of each
historical period develops particular concepts of space and time.
Moreover, the chronotopic shifts mark the substantial and profound
metamorphoses of historical ethnocultural development. Therefore, to
understand traditional ethnic architecture, it is necessary to study its
spatial dimension and the temporal expression of its forms and their
symbolism.
D. D. Omuraliev examined ethnic Kyrgyz architecture. He
expressed the opinion that the ,,universal spaces” of modern ethnic design
are a national phenomenon. Its careful exploration reveals the ethnic
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origins with particular spatial and temporal markers of French, German,
English, Italian traditions.1
For example, when theoretically examined the ethnic space of the
yurt manifests only as a geometric abstraction. Geometrical accuracy
with its lines and angles characterize it as an empty and non-habitable
space. Such a concept makes the study of ethnic space more difficult and
reduces it to a generalized geometric notion. Some cultural critics claim
that all nations and ethnicities have their idea of space and time as
verbally reflected in their languages and dialects. Some of them overlap
because of shared linguistic features, culture, territory and history. D.
Omuraliev emphasized that Kyrgyz ethnic concepts of space and time
have a long history. A brief review of the history of the Kyrgyz people
and the analysis of the Kyrgyz state and its culture (including architecture
and art) makes it possible to trace the changes and shifts in Kyrgyz
ethnic concepts of space and form. The researcher points out that the
modern ethnic model is based on three types of ideas: archaic,
mythological and social. Kyrgyz spatial and temporal structuring of the
world can be considered as a historical representation of national
consciousness in its social, geographic, aesthetic, architectural aspects. D.
Omuraliev distinguishes five stages in the development of the ethnic
spatial concept in Kyrgyz architecture. The first stage is genesis, the
second-formation, the third-confirmation and stagnation (as a relatively
isolated system), the fourth stage is disintegration and transformation,
the fifth-revival (modern interpretations of tradition).
D. Omuraliev‟s observations are of particular interest: ,,The adequate
perception, subtle understanding and creative interpretation of social, ethnocultural and
regional features in architecture require the knowledge of code, sign and spiritual
archetypes. They are the core of the ethnos with a particular culture. The traditional
architecture of the East with its creative and synthetic features and cultural exchange
present in the achievements of modern architecture of the republic can be considered as
a cultural approach to modern architectural space”. In the article, we explore the
ethnocultural nature complex ,,ManasAiyly” designed by D. Omuraliev.2

D. Omuraliev, Modern ethnoarchitecture of Kyrgyzstan (origins, objects, trends), Bishkek,
Publishing House of KSUCTA, 2003, 180 p.
2 Ibidem.
1
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Figure 1: Ethnocultural nature complex ManasAiyly,
general view

Figure 2: Ethnocultural and landscape complex ManasAiyly
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The art critic Rustam Dalabaev wrote about the ,,ManasAiyly”:
,,The authors developed a new architectural and artistic language to express the
spiritual and aesthetic ideas of national traditions and cultural values. The design has
analogues in medieval memorial complexes of Central Asian architecture. Its concept
reminds of pre-Islamic traditions in general and the ideas of pilgrimage and worship in
particular. The ideas are represented in many diverse forms including architectural
style, regional traditions of construction, the goals and objectives of a particular design
and its artistic-imaginative solution. It naturally combines symbolism of life with the
ethical and aesthetic temporality. In this aspect, the epos ,,Manas” served as an
inspiration for the development of a new cultural and political idea in the young
republic. The artistic representation of the mythic epos ,,Manas” presents an
exceptional challenge for any genre, for any artist, architect, sculptor, director, poet and
musician”.3
Architects combined in their design the subtle balance between
universal cultural and ethnic values to create a unique architectural
image. ,,ManasAiyly” is a grandiose multi-functional complex consisting
of a cultural center, a pantheon of heroes, a museum, sports facilities, a
hotel, administrative buildings, a monument to Manas and other
facilities. The architects used a free form for architectural objects with
rich and varied plastic expressions. The architects had a goal to revive
and to modernize the traditional forms of national architecture. They
combined traditions with modern pragmatism and used innovative
materials for construction. The architecture of this complex has different
heights and angles. Horizontal and vertical lines add to the great
integrity. Its clean skyline presents the organic compositional unity of the
ethnocultural center. The complex accommodates to the visitors‟ needs.
It brings the natural environment (hills, terraces, stone lawns) into the
public space.Its contemporary architecture unites modern aspects with
traditions of Kyrgyz monument art, plastics and architecture. Public
space is intimate: there is no place for indifference, imitation, denial or
hostility. There is no obsession with the national form. In my opinion,
the design of the complex was defined by the modern architectural
vision in agreement with the current cultural trends. The design rejects
anything alien and insidious and finds its culmination in the creative
artistic expression. The plasticity of the complex‟s architecture is based
on architectural and spatial solutions that bring humans and

R. Dalabaev, Architecture, construction, design, Bishkek, Publishing House of KSUCTA,
1997, p. 2.
3
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environment together, the underlying element of the medieval
architecture of Kyrgyzstan.4
In his research Spatial Models in the Architecture of Kazakhstan, the
Kazakh scientist A. R. Sabitov argues that after the declaration of
independence of Kazakhstan in 1991 a new architecture is being formed.
The purpose of Sabitov‟s study was to identify spatial representations in
Kazakhstani architecture and visual arts, to determine their
characteristics as elements of a spatial model, and to describe the spatial
model as one of the leading components of national architecture. In A.
R. Sabitov‟s opinion, contemporary artistic genres emphasize the
nonfunctional beauty of the organized space. Blending man-made
objects and natural environment, the artists create the intellectual space
in the way they envision their ideal. According to A. R. Sabitov, the
works of artists attempt to resolve the conflict between the existing
primitive spatial and complex spatial systems of ethnocultural codes. It is
possible to explore the new architecture as a point of conjunction of
tradition and innovation.
Cinematic Kazakh art makes the shifts inchronotope even more
obvious. The artists Zitta Sultanbaeva and Alibek Akmulaev made a
video montage of different sides of Almaty: its respectable and
ceremonial ,,high” part is juxtaposed with its ,,low” working part. The
video‟s title ,,Media Aitys” refers to the traditional form of Kazakh oral
folk art: a contest of two improvisational singers. The context of the film
and its idea puts an ironic twist on the title.
The group ,,Kyzyl traktor” offered yet another innovative artistic
vision. The actors used ,,malkora” (a space for livestock) as a decoration
for the play. Thus, the space for farming became an artistic stage with
aesthetic value. The ethnographic authenticity of space encourages the
viewer to imagine and experience the steppe ,,proto-architecture” in the
,,open form”. To create their spatial compositions, the actors use narrow
passages created by walls made of logs and fences made of dry branches
and grass. They also use traditional Kazakh textile decorations for walls,
both grey and white, they build wooden structures and frames, use fabric
panels made in the traditional technique ,,kurak” combining scraps of
cloth, felt, and materials like straw, cane, brushwood, etc.”.5
Rustam Khalfin also creatively works with traditional spatial
images. In his paintings, performances and installations he presents
A. R. Sabitov, Spatial models in the architecture of Kazakhstan, Saarbrücken, Lambert
Academic Publishing, 2015, 227 p.
5 Ibidem.
4
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different aspects of ethnic spatial phenomena. For example, the
installation ,,Flying white” (1998) was created by R. Khalfin in
collaboration with the sculptor G. Tryakin-Bukharov and architect L.
Turganbaeva. It can be interpreted as the spatial model of the ancient
nomadic universe. The installation also explores the transformations of
ancient space and time.

Figure 3: Installation ,,Flying white” (1998)
The installation ,,Flying white” consists a black rectangle, fivemeter wide and six-meter long, with different objects painted in black on
it. It represents the chaos and the underground world. There is a red yurt
door with a mirror diagonally placed on the rectangle. Above it here is a
large red ,,shanyrak” over the black rectangle-the top of the yurt. In the
artistic context red is the color of life, energy, the color of the blood of
the sacrificial animal. ,,Shanyrak” is a symbol of the mankind and the
middle world. A white shaman‟s ceremonial feather hat is suspended
over the shanyrak. It moves to the monotonous hypnotic rhythm of the
traditional Kazakh melody performed on the ancient folk instrument
,,shankobyz”. It serves as a representation of the upper world of heaven.
The installation offers a nuanced interpretation of modern life as an
implied semantic level. The scattered broken parts of machines serve as a
metaphor for the crisis of modern Kazakhstani society pointing to
factories and plants shutdowns, economic decline, and impoverishment
of the population. The top of the installation conveys the eternal spiritual
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values and traditions that can help to overcome the chaos of today‟s
time.
The prominent Kazakh architect, sculptor Saken Narynov explores
new ways to create ethnocultural images in his works. His inspiration
comes from ,,asyk”, a popular Kazakh game. Traditionally, the game was
at the center of human interaction and gathered a large number of
people. It is played with the dice. The lucky side is called ,,alshy”. The
dice was made out of bone filled with led. For Khan‟s children, asyk was
made of gold.
At an exhibition at the National Museum of Kazakhstan in Astana,
SakenNarynov shared his thought: ,,I worked on the project for 20 years. In
1996 I had an idea to make a big asyk. Since then I have made several asyks now
located in Almaty, Astana and Atyrau. They bring joy to people. I even saw brides
and grooms there. I hope that the traditional asyks will remain part of modern
culture”. When asked about the inspiration, the artist said: ,,The inspiration
for the future project came from the books on ethnography. They describe ,,asyk” as
,,Astragalus”: handmade cubes made of reinforced concrete and covered with marble
tiles”.

Figure 4: ,,Asyk-alshy” compositions inAtyrau and Almaty

Figure 5: A composition of four asyks at the
National Museum of Kazakhstan, Astana
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SakenNarynov‟s another famous work is the museum memorial
complex in commemoration of victims of political repression and
totalitarianism ,,ALZHIR”. It was opened on May 31, 2007, upon the
initiative of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan N. A.
Nazarbayev in the Akmola village of the Tselinograd district of the
Akmola region. It was built on the site of the former labor camp where
the Akmola branch of the Karlag was established. Later it became
known as the Akmola camp of wives of traitors to the motherland
(ALZHIR).

Figure 6: The museum memorial complex of victims of political
repression and totalitarianism ,,ALZHIR”
,,The museum memorial complex ALZHIR is a special socio-cultural center.
Its goal is to implement the state cultural policy and memorialize political repression in
Kazakhstan from the time of liquidation of the Khan‟s power to the formation of
independent Kazakhstan. Its task is the preservation of the history of Stalinist
repression. It is used for public education and preservation of memory. The museum is
evidence of the past in its main stages and atmosphere of the spirit of a bygone era”.
The museum building has a form of a truncated cone. It looks like
a casket filled with secrets and sadness. The building has no windows:
the interior light comes from above suggesting that all concealed
historical tragedies eventually become known. The 12-meter tunnel
serves as the entrance to the museum. SembigaliSmagulov is the author
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of the idea for the tunnel that symbolized a passage to the past. The
tunnel and the murals on its walls depict a tragic timein the Kazakh
history. The exposition hall ,,Alash” is dedicated to Kazakhstan‟s
political history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Visitors can
learn about the history of the eradication of the Khan‟s power in
Kazakhstan, the national liberation movement led by Kenesary
Kasymov, political activists of ,,Alash” group and Kazakh intelligentsia
in 1905-1916, the period of the Soviet power, collectivization, the famine
of 1930es, and the Great Terror of 1937-1938.
There is a composition ,,Flower of Life” in the middle of the
exhibition. It is a flower growing through stone as a symbol of victory of
life over horrors and tragedies. Visitors also can see a composition
,,Freedom and Prison” consisting of a net with 15 pigeons. They beat
their wings trying to escape. Some pigeons were dead, but some
managed to escape to freedom.
The monument ,,Arch of Sorrow” (with the height of 18 meters
and the width of 9 meters) symbolizes the entrance to the sacred ground.
The museum is an intersection of the two worlds of the living and the
dead. The monument depicts a woman grieving for her dead husband
and lost children.

Figure 7: Monument ,,Arch of Sorrow”
The arch combines a male helmet and a female hairdressakzhaulyk
as symbols of masculine strength and feminine purity and faithfulness.
Two colors-black and white-represent the harmony of religions and
cultures of different peoples and the constant presence of good and evil
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in our life. To enter the arch, visitors must bow their head and pay
tribute to those killed in the terrible years of repression.6
The work ,,Әжеңніңкөзі” by the artist Askhat Akhmedyarov is an
associative reflection on ethnocultural space that employs kazan (a
cauldron) as an ethnic symbol. Kazan occupies one of the most
important places among other dishes. All Kazakh traditional dishes
(except koumiss) are cooked in kazan. The people call it ,,karakazan”
(holy) because kazan is a symbol of prosperity. There are many beliefs
about kazan. For example, to break someone‟s kazan meant to bring
misfortune to the family. To turn kazan upside down was a bad omen of
hunger and shame. Kazan had a high monetary value too. In ancient
time, people sentenced to death could buy their life with seven (zheti)
types of fines (ayyp) and the first penalty was kazan. Kazakh people
treated karakazan as a sacred object deserving high respect for
feedinggenerations of the families. Kazans were gifts to foreign
ambassadors to ensure peace and friendship. Kazans were wedding and
holidays gifts. Traditionally, kazan was a required part of the son‟s
inheritance (enshi) and the daughter‟s dowry (zhasau). The people
believed and still believe that a spiritKydyrata lives in a cauldron. It was a
bad omen to lose or to give the family kazan away. When the family
moved they took kazan with them.
In Astana there is an installation made of kazansthat look like huge
beads. The author of this project Askhat Akhmedyarov explains his
artistic decision: ,,Looking at my wife, I realized that Asian women in villages
spentalmost half of their livesin the kitchen over a kazan. And this happens in front
of me every day. Naturally, she cares about children and me sacrificing her life to
family. It shocked me a lot, and I came up with an idea: a necklace made of smoked
kazans. I‟m sure my wife will teach our daughters the recipes of traditional cuisine.
Home cooking is passed from generation to generation in Asia. I see it as a
foundation of family harmony. Black kazans arranged as beads convey the idea that
cannot be expressed in words”.

Figure 8: ,,Әжеңніңкөзі” (,,The

Eyes of Your Grandmother”)

6

A. R. Sabitov, Spatial models in the architecture of Kazakhstan.
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Ethnocultural trends are often employed for the organization of
festive space because they combine time and space into a chronotope:
space-time of festive culture. The chronotope of a celebration links
reality with a historical time of the event and is characterized by strictly
localized space. It represents the authentic place where the event is
taking place. It is possible to explore the performativity of space and its
function in rituals.7
Nowruz (New Year) is one of the most important holidays for the
Kazakhs. They believe that the festive and vibrant celebration of
Nowruz brings a good year. That is why there are many holiday customs
and traditions. On the eve of the vernal equinox, Kazakh people clean
the house, pay off debts, reconcile their differences. They say that when
Nowruz enters the home, all quarrels should be forgotten. On the eve,
all containers in the kitchen should be filled with milk, ayran, grain,
spring water to bring abundance, good harvest and plenty of rain. People
are in high spirits greeting each other with best wishes for the New Year.
Apparently, the modern celebrations in private spaces of modern
apartments with all amenities differ significantly from the traditional
holiday in a yurt. The town and village authorities usually organize
theatrical performances, fundraisers, sports games, initiatives to clean
parks and other recreation areas, streets and squares.8

E. A. Yagafova, The space of celebrations and ceremonies in the traditional and modern culture of
the Chuvash people, The Chuvash people of Samara Luke,Cheboksary, CHGIGN, 2003, pp.
115-134.
8 N. Alimbaev, Kazakh al as a model of the world of nomadic culture (to semiotics of one of the
forms of reality ritual modeling for nomads), All-Union Session on the Results of Field Ethnographic
and Anthropological Studies 1988-1989: Thesis report, Alma-Ata, 1990.
7
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Figure 9: The organization of urban space for Nowruz
Compared to Nowruz, Kazakh tradition of al is a solemn holiday
because it honors the dead ancestors. The purpose and significance of
algoes beyond funerals and memorial ceremonies. One should consider
its semantic and symbolic meanings. Al can be viewed as a remembrance
ritual designed to support the ethnic spirit of tradition. The ehnographer
N. Alimbaev says that the purpose of al is self-purification. The
ceremony serves as prevention and protection against unfortunate
events. At the same time, the respect and reverence for the ancestors is a
social value and norm. From the spatial perspective, the ritual of al
epitomizes the essential ethnic belief in the three-dimensional model of
the world of nomadic culture. It creates and endows the ritual space with
the universal meaning.9

9

A. R. Sabitov, Imaginary architectural spaces, Almaty, Kaz GASA, 1999, 72 p.
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Figure 10: Kazakh al
The ritual includes the sacrifice of a certain number of animals
chosen for their species, colors, age, gender followed by a special meal,
poetic competition, horse racing. Semantically, parts of the rituals are
arranged as a system of symbols. For example, the arrangement of the
yurts represents the hierarchy in a tribal community. The ceremony of al
translates social moral norms into syntagmatic sequence actions as the
actions acquire rhythmic and semantic consistency and ensure the
integrity of the process. The language and activities of the ritual with its
explicit and implicit symbolic meanings, expectations and norms transfer
the historical memory from one generation to another.10
The ritual taps into the ethnic communal-tribal relations and
synthesizes many levels and forms of social relationships. It reinforces
and perpetuates fundamental moral principles and ethical norms of
Kazakh people. It teaches people to be proud of their ancestors and their
nation and encourages the interest in studying historical roots. By
focusing on the family, the ritual does not emphasize ,,segmental
oppositions”. On the contrary, it promotes the principle of the ,,united
nation”. The researchers suggest that in the situation of ,,interests clash of the
community and family, the ritual acts as a test of loyalty to the universal values and
ideals. The Kazakh ritual of al is a symbolic representation of the society. It is the
most stable and transformable form of spiritual, ethnic traditions”.11
The examples mentioned above suggest that the ethnocultural
public space shapes the modern lifestyle of Kazakh people. The
ethnocultural public space is created with architectural, ritualistic and
artistic visual means with the purpose to preserve the historic memory
and traditions of Kazakh people.
A. R. Sabitov, V. K. Litskevich, Form and image, Almaty, Kaz GASA, 2010, 234 p.
G. D. Gachev, Science and national culture, Rostov-on-Don, Publishing House of
Rostov University, 2009, pp. 6-8.
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