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Abstract
Gulzada Xan: “Socialist in Form, National in Content”: The Revival of

the Natiryz Holiday in Late 1980s Kazakhstan

Naiiryz, the spring equinox holiday and one of the key events on Kazakhstan’s cultural
calendar, was absent from public life for more than sixty years. It was officially revived only in
the spring of 1988. While the return of Natiryz has received increasing attention in the local
media for the last five years, academic research on the topic remains limited. Existing
scholarship on late Soviet Kazakhstan has mostly focused on political protests like Jeltogsan
events, environmental activism like the Nevada-Semey movement, and broader cultural reforms,
leaving a gap in understanding how traditions like Naiiryz were brought back into public life.
This research studies the revival of Natryz between 1988 and the early 1990s, arguing that the
holiday was initially reimagined within the ideological framework of being “Socialist in Content,
National in Form.” Early celebrations praised perestroika and emphasized Soviet values,
including collective labor, friendship of nations, and ecological awareness. However, over time
local intellectuals began to shift the narrative toward national history and cultural heritage. As a
result, by the early 1990s, Naiiryz was increasingly framed as “National in Content, Soviet in
Form,” with greater emphasis on pre-Soviet traditions and Kazakh cultural identity. Using the
archival documents, media materials, and literary sources, this study analyzes how Naiiryz was
framed, performed, and institutionalized through the lens of invented traditions and imagined
communities.

Keywords: Naiiryz, Kazakhstan, revival, invented tradition, Soviet Union, national identity,

cultural policy, late socialism.
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Introduction

In contemporary Kazakhstan, Natiryz', a spring equinox celebration with roots in Persian
and Turkic traditions, is often taken for granted. Every spring, families gather, schools and
government offices close, and the streets fill with concerts, exhibitions, and sporting events.
Naiiryz marks the renewal of nature, the arrival of a new year, and is typically associated with
concepts of rebirth. Naiiryz is celebrated across Central Asia, the Middle East, and the Caucasus,
and appears in various forms and spellings such as Novruz, Nowruz, Nevruz, Navruz, and
Nooruz?. More than 50% of Kazakhstan’s population were born after 1991 (Bureau of National
Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2025) and for them, Natryz is simply something that
has always existed. However, this assumption erases a key historical fact: Natryz was not
officially celebrated on a massive level in Soviet Kazakhstan until 1988, after a 62-year absence
from the public calendar.

In recent years, this absence has become a topic of public discussion. Articles with titles
like “How the Soviet Union Stole Naiiryz from the Kazakhs™, “Who Stole Naiiryz?*, and “How
Naiiryz Returned to Kazakhstan After 62 Years of Prohibition have appeared with increasing
frequency, especially following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, which sparked a new
wave of decolonial and nationalist discourse in Kazakhstan. Within this context, Naiiryz has

become a potent symbol of national revival, reinterpreted as a cultural practice “stolen” by

1 All Kazakh words and names in this thesis are romanized using the BGN/PCGN romanization of Kazakh, unless otherwise indicated. This system is used for
consistency and clarity.

2 The holiday has different names, but I will go with the version “Naiiryz”, the one which is used in the Kazakh language because my work is focused on
Kazakhstan. I am clarifying it because I am using several sources that focus on Natiryz in Uzbekistan or Iran and they use different ways of writing and
pronouncing it.

3 “Kak Coserckuit Coro3 ykpan y kazaxos Haypb1z”

4 “Kro ykpan Haypbi3?”

5“Kax Haype13 Bepnyics B Kazaxcran nocie 62 net 3anpera”



Soviet authorities and heroically restored by Kazakh activists. But this version of events is itself
a constructed narrative, one that simplifies the complex realities of Naiiryz’s late-Soviet revival.
This thesis investigates the revival of Natiryz in Kazakhstan between 1988 and 1990,
asking how the holiday was reintroduced to the public, what institutional and cultural
mechanisms shaped its return, and how it was presented in state and media discourse. At the
same time, the word revival may not fully capture what happened in the late 1980s with Naiiryz.
After six decades of absence from the public calendar during which it was either ignored, quietly
marked in private, or replaced with alternative Soviet holidays, the return of Naiiryz was not just
a matter of picking up where things left off. By the late Soviet period, most urban Kazakhs had
little or no memory of how Naiiryz was once celebrated, and younger generations knew it only
by name, if at all. In this context, the holiday had to be reinvented. Rather than simply restoring
an old tradition, Natiryz was reimagined to fit the political and cultural conditions of the time. Its
reintroduction served multiple aims: it responded to growing local interest in national culture
during perestroika, aligned with state goals of showcasing interethnic harmony, and allowed
Kazakh intellectuals to promote cultural continuity within the constraints of Soviet ideology.
Research question and argument. Answering the question “How was Natryz
reintroduced and redefined in Late-Soviet Kazakhstan, after more than six decades of absence
from public life?”, I argue that the process of bringing back Natiryz between 1988 and the early
1990s can best be understood through the Soviet cultural formula of being “Socialist in Content
and National in Form.” Rather than framing the revival as a purely nationalist project or as a
spontaneous return of suppressed traditions, I suggest it was a carefully managed process that
worked within the ideological structures of the late Soviet state. Natryz was not simply revived

as it once existed, but reimagined in ways that aligned with key Soviet values: labor,



collectivism, interethnic harmony, and ecological awareness. Its national form seen in symbols
like yurts, traditional sports, and folk costumes made it culturally legible, while its socialist
content made it politically permissible.

Naiiryz could be celebrated publicly and on a large scale only after it was given socialist
meanings that aligned with Soviet values. Journalists, cultural organizers, and intellectuals
defined it as a holiday of agrarian labor, a celebration of the friendship of nations, and even a
platform for ecological awareness that emphasized its usefulness to the Soviet project. Over
time, however, the balance shifted: by the early 1990s, Naiiryz had become “national in content
and Soviet in form.” Kazakh intellectuals and media began actively working to nationalize the
holiday. They published and republished works by early Soviet poets like Shakarim
Kudaiberdiuly and Beyimbet Maylin, brought back pre-Soviet cultural references, and presented
Naiiryz as something that existed before Soviet rule. For them, it was a way to show that
Kazakhs had their own holidays, their own culture, and their own way of marking the seasons
long before the Soviet calendar. Writers such as Mukhtar Shakhanov described the holiday as a
spiritual bridge to the past, emphasizing its ancestral significance and positioning it as a symbol
of national identity.

Literature overview. To understand how the revival of Naiiryz relates to what was
happening in late Soviet Kazakhstan more broadly, I explore other scholarly work from that
period. Many scholars have focused on political protest, environmental activism, or literary
developments. Nari Shelekpayev, for example, examines the dynamics of power and resistance
in his article “Rethinking Transfers of Power and Public Protest in Kazakhstan, 1959-1989”,
where he connects the 1959 Temirtau uprising with the 1986 Zheltogsan protests to explore

broader shifts in the political fabric of Soviet Kazakhstan. Edward Schatz, in “Notes on the Dog



That Didn’t Bark,” focuses on eco-internationalism and analyzes how environmental issues
became a site of mobilization during perestroika. Adeeb Khalid’s book “Central Asia: A New
History from the Imperial Conquests to the Present” provides a comprehensive history of the
region, covering the cultural policies and the work of the local intellectuals that will be discussed
in the next chapters. Diana Kudaibergen, in her book Rewriting the Nation in Modern Kazakh
Literature, explores literary efforts to reimagine Kazakh identity in the late Soviet and early
independence years. These works offer valuable insights into the big picture of ideological,
political, and cultural shifts of the 1980s. Rather than positioning Natiryz as a “missing topic” in
these papers, this thesis proposes that focusing on the revival of a single holiday can offer a
different entry point into the same processes they describe. The return of Naiiryz including its
redefinition, public performance and media framing shows how official ideologies were
negotiated, how cultural forms were remade to fit new contexts, and how national identity was
expressed within Soviet reality. In this way, the Naiiryz revival becomes a lens through which to
view broader shifts in power, memory, and cultural policy during the perestroika era.

As it was mentioned before, there are not many studies on Natiryz’s disappearance and
return in Kazakhstan, but various scholars have approached related topics, including cultural
revival, state-sponsored festivals, national identity, and media’s role in shaping tradition.

In her book The Spectacular State, Laura Adams talks about the revival of Navro’z in
Uzbekistan between 1991 and 2002. She argues that this cultural revival was not about rejecting
Soviet heritage but instead built upon it. The Uzbek state retained Soviet forms of celebration,
mass performances, rigid choreography, and centralized control but filled them with national
symbols and content. For Adams, this was not a return to pre-colonial identity but a new form of

cultural engineering. She writes that “the holiday’s authenticity and meaning as tradition was



monopolised by cultural elites” (Adams 2010, 58), suggesting that power shaped not only the
form but also the meanings of tradition. Her observations are especially relevant to Kazakhstan’s
own experience of reviving Natiryz under state control.

Together with Assel Rustemova, Laura Adams also analyzed Kazakhstan’s Natiryz
celebrations and compared them to those in Uzbekistan. Their paper explores Michel Foucault’s
concept of governmentality, the ways in which states govern populations not just through laws
but through everyday cultural practices. They argue that Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan differ in
how they “manage” their populations through holidays like Naiiryz. For both countries, the
holiday became a “particular regime of practices,” shaped from above but performed by the
public. Kazakhstan’s version, they say, includes “more folk and popular culture symbols”
(Adams and Rustemova 2009, 1257) and places emphasis on lifestyle rituals such as tusau-kesu
and shashu-toi, unlike Uzbekistan’s concerts, which focus on “ethnic heritage that aims to
strengthen the population’s identification” (Adams and Rustemova 2009, 1261). These
differences are often explained by the contrasting political styles of Nazarbayev and Karimov
and show how different styles of governance produce different kinds of tradition.

If Laura Adams and Assel Rustemova were working on what is the central part of the
celebrations themselves, the role of media in constructing Naiiryz has been studied most deeply
by Margarethe Adams in her book Steppe Dreams. She claims how the Kazakhstani state used
the media to present Naiiryz as an “unbroken line,” not as a newly revived or reinvented holiday,
but as something that had always existed. “The media,” she writes, “wants to present Naiiryz as
an unbroken line, not a revival of long-forgotten pre-Soviet traditions” (Adams 2020, 87). This
was part of a larger nationalizing project in post-Soviet Kazakhstan. After the collapse of the

USSR, the idea of the “Soviet people” disappeared, and citizens were pushed to rediscover their



national identity. In this context, festivals like Natiryz were reintroduced as national traditions
even if they had not been celebrated for decades. The desire to show continuity, not rupture,
shaped how Naiiryz appeared in concerts, media, and textbooks.

This process of reshaping Natiryz can be seen as a form of traditionalization. Charles
Briggs writes that cultural forms can be both traditionalized, by being linked to a distant or
imagined past, and mediatized, by being adapted to current formats like television or Instagram
(Briggs 2020). This is especially visible in Kazakhstan’s Naiiryz celebrations of the early 1990s.
At that time, the Ministries of Information and Culture sponsored the publication of small books
explaining how to celebrate Naiiryz: what food to cook, what games to play, what songs to sing.
These books didn’t just preserve tradition, they invented it. By prescribing the “right” way to
celebrate Naiiryz, they created a national script for the holiday.

Theoretical lens. My thesis is grounded in the conceptual intersection of Benedict
Anderson’s “Imagined Communities” and Eric Hobsbawm'’s “Invented traditions”. Anderson’s
ideas help frame the revival of Natiryz as part of the broader process of imagining the Kazakh
nation through ritual and cultural performance, while Hobsbawm'’s work provides a useful lens
for understanding how the holiday’s “return” was actually a intelligentsia-managed reinvention
shaped by the political logic of late socialism. This research also draws on the work of Adeeb
Khalid, especially his insights on how Soviet nationalities policy enabled Central Asian
intellectuals to cultivate “national forms” within Soviet frameworks; Laura L. Adams, whose
analysis of cultural reforms in Uzbekistan illuminates broader patterns of state-orchestrated
tradition-making; and Margarethe Adams, whose recent ethnographic and historical study of

Kazakhstani celebrations offers important insights into the Naiiryz holiday’s contemporary and

Soviet-era meanings.



Methodology. This research uses a mixed-methods approach, combining archival
research, media analysis, and literary content analysis to understand how Natiryz was reinvented
in the late 1980s. A key component of this research involved working with archival documents at
the Presidential Archive of Kazakhstan, specifically Fond 7 “President of the Kazakh SSR”, Opis
No. 2 of permanently stored files. These documents include official correspondence from 1990
between ministries, ispolkoms, executive elected collegial organs in the Soviet Union, and
cultural activists regarding the organization of Naiiryz celebrations. The analysis of these
materials helped answer the following questions — “How did different government bodies and
activists negotiate the return of Natiryz?” and “What role did regional administrations play in
adapting celebrations to local contexts?” To understand how Natiryz was framed in Soviet media
and how narratives shifted over time, I conducted media content analysis of five periodicals from
February to May 1988 and 1989 at the National Library of Kazakhstan (Almaty): Sotsialistik
Qazagstan, Leninshil zhas, Zhalyn, Madeniet zhane omir and Tselinogradskaya Pravda. Initially,
I focused on March, assuming that discussions about Naiiryz would be concentrated around the
holiday. However, after discovering that Mukhtar Shakhanov first publicly discussed Natryz in
February 1988, and that the first official celebrations took place only in late April 1988, I
expanded the scope to include February-May. The media analysis involved qualitative and
quantitative elements. Qualitative analysis focused on identifying narrative shifts in articles,
editorials, and interviews. I examined how journalists, politicians, and readers framed Natiryz —
whether as a cultural revival, a political act, or an ecological initiative.

To go further with the media analysis, I read and analyzed poetry and literary texts about
Naiiryz to understand how writers framed the holiday’s cultural significance. My research

process began with a search for well-known poems by Mukhtar Shakhanov and Muqagali



Magqataev, which served as an entry point into the literary representations of Naiiryz. From there,
I found lesser-known poems by Shakarim Kudaiberdiuly, Beyimbet Maylin, and other Kazakh
writers in archival newspapers and cross-referenced them with digital sources to confirm
authorship and publication details. I also compared Mukhtar Auezov’s article on Naiiryz
published in Sotsialistik Qazagstan with the version included in his 16-volume collected works.
These two versions differed in tone and emphasis, offering insight into how the portrayal of
Naiiryz shifted over time and across formats. In analyzing the poems and prose, I paid attention
to the verbs and adjectives that conveyed nostalgia, pride, or subtle resistance. I also focused on
recurring themes such as spring, nature, and renewal, and considered how they were used to
highlight ideas of Kazakh identity within the Soviet context. By comparing pre-Soviet,
Soviet-era, and late 1980s representations of Naiiryz, I was able to observe how the meaning of
the holiday evolved, especially as it was reinterpreted during the revival period.

To deepen the cultural and emotional context of the Natryz revival, [ aimed to
supplement archival and media research with oral history. While written sources reveal how
Naiiryz was framed publicly, I hoped interviews would offer insight into how individuals
personally interpreted and contributed to the holiday’s reinvention. I conducted an interview with
Kazakh singer Roza Rymbayeva, who spoke about transforming Muqgagali Maqataev’s poem into
the now-iconic “Naiiryz Duman” anthem. I also attempted to interview Mukhtar Shakhanov, one
of the central figures in the revival, but due to his health condition, the conversation did not take
place. To compensate, I analyzed his past interviews, speeches, and poetry, which still offered
valuable insight into how he imagined Naiiryz as a platform for cultural renewal.

While developing the methodological framework, I was influenced by Rebecca Kook’s

study of Israel’s Independence Day, which demonstrated how public holidays could be analyzed



through media to understand shifts in collective memory. Although my sources and historical
context are different, this approach offered valuable ideas for interpreting the data about the
revival of Natiryz. By integrating archival records, media discourse analysis, and literary content
analysis, this study provides a multi-dimensional perspective on Natiryz”s return. The
quantitative tracking of media coverage complements the qualitative analysis of texts, allowing
for a more detailed understanding of how different actors (the state, writers, activists, and the
public) framed Naiiryz between 1988 and 1990. This mixed-methods approach helps bridge the
official narrative (archival sources and policy documents) with popular discourse (newspapers
and poetry), highlighting the complex relationship between government-led revival efforts and
grassroots cultural memory.

Thesis structure. This thesis consists of three chapters. The first chapter traces the deep
history of Natiryz from its Zoroastrian roots, explores how the holiday evolved across different
regions, and examines its treatment during the early Soviet period. It discusses how Naiiryz was
described in the 1920s, what led to its disappearance from official calendars, and how it was
remembered, quietly observed, or neglected over the six decades before its revival in 1988. The
chapter also reviews existing scholarship on Soviet festivals, cultural policy, and heritage in
Central Asia. The second chapter focuses on the early revival of the holiday, arguing that it was
framed as “Socialist in Content, National in Form” since Natiryz was defined as a holiday of
agrarian labor, environmental responsibility, and interethnic harmony. These ideas were not
organically tied to the holiday but were necessary for its return to the public sphere. However,
once Naiiryz was allowed back into the calendar, Kazakh intellectuals and cultural organizers
began to use it as a platform to reintroduce national ideas. They published articles, poems, and

essays that linked Naiiryz to pre-Soviet traditions, folk rituals, and the works of early Kazakh
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thinkers. Gradually, the symbolic content of the holiday shifted. Although it was still celebrated
in a Soviet format, the cultural meanings attached to it became more focused on Kazakh heritage.
As a result, Naiiryz by the early 1990s could be described as “National in Content, Socialist in

Form” and that is going to be the focus of my third chapter.

Chapter 1. Sociohistorical Context

Deep History of Nauryz Holiday

The etymology of Natryz refers to the ancient Persian language and from the Persian it is
translated as a “new day”. It is one of the oldest cultural festivals in the world. For the masses, it
is known as the Persian New Year and people of today’s territory of Central Asia started
celebrating this festival since the dominant religion of the region was Zoroastrianism (Adams
2010, 51). Zoroastrians worshipped the Sun and celebrated Natiryz as a “sun’s return after the
long winter and arrival of the spring” (Adams 2020, 90). However, the holiday’s exact temporal
and spatial origins are disputed by scholars. Different myths and assumptions exist around the
topic of the festival and one of them is about the celebration of Naiiryz being closely connected
to the cult of the Sun, Fire and Zarathustra who was the founder of the Zoroastrian religion.
Shariati, the Iranian scholar, points out that Naiiryz “is not an artificial social construct or a
politically imposed celebration” (Shariati 1986, 235) and defines it as “the day of the rejoicing of
the earth, heavens, and sun” (235). The article of the pre-Islamic history of Naiiryz in the
Encyclopceedia Iranica claims that the Young Avesta describes six seasonal feasts through the
year, all “consecrated on the model of Nowruz,” culminating in a principal seventh feast at the
spring equinox — clearly indicating Naiiryz as the start of the new year. By about 480 BCE,

Persian kings had even adjusted their calendar, aligning the month of Farvardin with the equinox
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to ensure the new year fell in spring (Boyce 2016). In Persian mythology, the origins of Naiiryz
are linked to the legendary King Jamshid, who is said to have inaugurated the first New Year
festival in spring (Rezakhani 2018). Historical evidence suggests that by the Achaemenid and
especially Sasanian periods, Naiiryz had become a major state festival marked by royal
audiences, gift-giving, and public celebrations (Rezakhani 2018). While rooted in Zoroastrian
culture, Natiryz functioned as both a religious and political ritual, reinforcing royal authority and
the symbolic renewal of society, a pattern that shows how the festival’s meaning evolved
alongside changes in governance and ideology.

According to Encyclopcedia Iranica, Naiiryz celebrations originated in ancient Persia and
gradually expanded beyond Iranian lands due to migration, trade, and cultural exchanges along
the Silk Road (Boyce 2016). By the medieval period, it was widely observed across Central Asia,
the Caucasus, Mesopotamia, and Anatolia. Islamic dynasties such as the Abbasids, Seljuks, and
Timurids incorporated Naiiryz into court rituals, helping to cement its status as a major spring
festival. Despite the rise of Islam, Naiiryz survived because it was associated with seasonal
renewal rather than religious doctrine, making it a unifying tradition across diverse cultures.

Among Turkic nomads, Naiiryz merged with pre-existing seasonal practices. For
pastoralist societies, the arrival of spring marked the renewal of life after the hardships of winter,
when herders moved from winter camps to fresh pastures. The idea of a spring new year already
existed in the steppe, but the adoption of the Persian name “Nowruz” added new layers of
meaning. Turkic traditions emphasized natural renewal, fertility, and communal feasting, and
these elements became intertwined with the celebration of Naiiryz. The holiday thus reflected a
synthesis — the Persian concept of the “new day” was preserved, while the rituals such as games,

hospitality, and songs rooted the holiday firmly within nomadic cultural life.



12

Across the regions Naiiryz (or Nowruz, Novruz, Nooruz) has evolved in diverse ways,
reflecting local histories, beliefs, and cultural practices. In Iran, it remains closely tied to
Zoroastrian traditions, with fire rituals, the setting of the haft-sin table, and a 13-day celebration
centered on nature's renewal (Sharei et al. 2021, 20-29). In Azerbaijan and the Caucasus, Natiryz
combines fire-jumping with rich culinary traditions like baking pakhlava and decorating khoncha
trays (Pashayev 2021, 16—-19). Across Uzbekistan, communities gather around massive kazans of
sumalak, a dish of wheat sprouts symbolizing abundance, cooking it together throughout the
night and storytelling (Abdullaeva et al. 2021, 72—75). Each region shapes the holiday according
to its cultural and historical circumstances, yet everywhere the same core symbols (fire, water,
greenery and food) and people gather to celebrate the arrival of spring and the promise of

renewal.

Figure 1. Celebration of Naiiryz at Sheikhantaur, Tashkent (ca. 1880s). Photograph by F. Orden.

Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography (Kunstkamera), Saint Petersburg.
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*

A apYyCeN Ha [PasgHuKE Hosoro roga.

Figures 2 and 3. Carousel at the Naiiryz Celebration in the Turkestan Region (ca. 1870s—1880s).

Collection of the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography (Kunstkamera), Saint Petersburg.
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In Kazakhstan, Natiryz incorporated both older Turkic nomadic customs and the broader
Persian-influenced rituals, but it also developed its own specific expressions over time. Among
Kazakh communities, the preparation of naiiryz kézhe (a seven-ingredient soup) became central
to the celebration, alongside national games like horse racing and traditional wrestling. Natiryz in
Kazakhstan symbolizes not only the renewal of nature but also the celebration of the communal
bonds and cultural memory. In the next subchapter, the focus will shift more closely to
Kazakhstan itself, exploring how pre-Soviet and early Soviet Kazakh intellectuals interpreted
and redefined Natryz within the context of national identity and cultural preservation.

Pre-Soviet and Early Soviet Descriptions of Naiiryz

Among Kazakhs, Naiiryz was part of a larger worldview shaped by nature, oral traditions,
and communal gatherings. The Kazakh writer and ethnographer Mashhiir Zhiisip Képeev
(1858-1931) offered some of the earliest written descriptions of how, when, and where Natryz
was celebrated among Kazakhs before the Soviet period. His writings reveal the settings in
which individuals celebrated Naiiryz “At the age of twenty-nine, I spent eight days at the
Naiiryznama festival held by Abdulla Khan in Bukhara”*(Egemen Qazagstan 2022). This shows
that Natiryz was celebrated not just in Kazakh steppe but also in large Central Asian cities like
Bukhara, and the celebration could last up to eight-ten days. Regarding the societal significance
of the holiday, he wrote:

“In the time of Tole Bi of the Uysin tribe, the value of Natiryznama was higher than that
of a feast or a regular celebration”’(Egemen Qazagstan 2022). Kopeev also described how the
festival was celebrated and who partook in festivities: it was typically hosted by wealthy

individuals, but each household participated in its own way. People welcomed snowfall on the

6 «Kubipma ToFbI3 sxackiMIa Bykapu mopinte Fabnomna xanHsiH Haypbi3HaMa TOWBIHBIH iIIIHIE CETi3 KYH OOJIbIM»

7 «Yiicin Tene 6uain 3amanbsinaa HaypbeisHaMaHbIH Ka(ip KYHBI acTaH, TOHaaH iarepi ()korapsr) OomFamn»
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first day of the year as a sign of blessing and called it «axma kap» (“fresh snow”). If it rained,
they would say «uyp >xaynb» (“grace has fallen”). He also noted the importance of community
roles: “The main beauty of Nailiryznama came from the youth, it was organized by the wealthy,
blessed by the village elders, and nourished by the white dastarkhan®(Egemen Qazaqstan 2022).
Young people would set up altybagan (six swing) and create a festive atmosphere. On the final
eighth day, known as toitarqatar (farewell feast), competitions like wrestling and horse racing
were held, and prizes were given. In one of his notes, Kopeev adds: “The eighth day was called
mazar-sharif. Sugar was poured into the small lake near the grave of Khoja Bahauddin, and the

crowd would drink the sweetened water together to mark the end of the festival®”

(Egemen
Qazagstan 2022). These descriptions help us understand that in the pre-Soviet period, Natiryz
was a deeply rooted seasonal and social tradition that involved specific rituals, collective
memory, and local meanings. It had regional varieties and local customs, but it was part of the
larger worldview that organized time, community life, and intergenerational exchange.

The next group of people who mention Naiiryz in their works are the early 20th-century
Alash Intellectuals who published Kazakh-language newspapers and magazines like Qazagq,
Aigap, Enbekshi gazaq etc. Members Ahmet Baitiirsyniily, Mirzhaqyp Dulatov, and Magzhan
Zhumabaev played a key role in redefining Natryz as part of Kazakh national identity. Their
writings from the early 20th century reflect an effort to both preserve and reinterpret cultural
traditions during a time of political and social change. They framed Naiiryz not just as a seasonal

or folk holiday, but as the true Kazakh New Year, something that belonged to the nation.

Unfortunately, I was not able to read their works in the original due to the fact that I do not know

8 «HaypbI3HaMaHBIH HETi3ri KOPKi jkacTap, YHbIMIACTBIPYIIBICH ayKaTThl afamaap, Oepexeci aybul akcakaagapbl, bIP3BIFbI K JaCTapKaH OOJFaH
9 «Jlon cerizinmi KyH Ma3apuropud aenineni. Koxka Bohyannuu oynueHin 6achlHIaFbI KOIIIKKE KaHT TOTII, KAHT TaThIFAH CYIIbI XKYPT jKaOblIa ilmim, Toi TapKap

0omaap»
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the fote zhazu, arabic alphabet they used in the writings, therefore, I based my analysis on
materials presented by Tattigul Kartaeva in the Abai.kz portal.

Ahmet Baitiirsyniily emphasized the social and cultural significance of Natiryz. He wrote:
Naiiryz is the New Year in Kazakh. In the past, every community celebrated it with
feasts, cooking large pots of kdzhe, and visiting from house to house. The old and
young, women and men — everyone rejoiced and reconnected. But now, it seems this
tradition is being forgotten. People no longer even agree on what day or month Naiiryz
falls on...'"(Kartaeva 2021).

Mirzhaqyp Dulatov was even more explicit in presenting Naiiryz as a national holiday:
“Natryz is the true holiday of the Kazakh nation. Many Eastern peoples celebrate it, but for us
Kazakhs, the celebration is especially meaningful and fitting. Because on March 22, day and
night become equal, winter ends, spring comes, and life gets better for us™'! (Kartaeva 2021).
What’s important here is not just Dulatov’s claim that Natiryz is a “national” holiday, but how he
differentiates the Kazakh celebration from other Eastern observances. His phrasing “aiipbikia
CBIMBIMIBI, apThIKIIA pamenai’” (especially meaningful and fitting) emphasizes the cultural and
environmental relevance of the holiday to the Kazakh context.

Magzhan Zhumabaev also tried to give Naiiryz a scientific and cultural justification. He
connected it with the natural rhythms of the earth and emphasized its secular, communal aspects:

The Kazakh New Year is the day when day and night become equal — March 22. From

the next day, the warm, bright days grow longer than the cold, dark nights. In this way,

10 “HaypsbI3 — Ka3aKiia xbL1 6ackl. BypeIHFbI Ke3ne hop erne HaypbI3 TyFaHna MeiipaM KbLIbII 6ac achlll, Ka3aH-Ka3aH KexKe iCTell, ayblIaH-aybliFa, YHIeH-yiire
XKYPi, Kopi-’kac, KaTblH-Kaalt 6api 1e Mo3 Goubln, Kepicil, apagackl KAyl efi. By ke3ae o1 Fypbii Ka3ak apachlHia Kasbin 6apa xKaTkaH CeKiIi, KyTThl
HaypPBI3/IBIH Kaif aiia, Kail KyHi 60iysl XakeiHaa hop Typri ceitneneni...”

11 “HaypbI3 — Ka3aKTBIH LIBIH MaFbIHACBIHIAFBI YIT Mefipambl. Haypbi3ap! ka3akran 6acka KYHIIBIFBIC KYPTTapbIHBIH kK00i Meiipam eresi. Bipak Gymapasis 6apin
canbicThIprana Haypbi3bl 0i3/1iH Ka3aKThIH MepaMBblI €Tyl aifpbIKIa ChIbIMBI, apThIKIIA goneini. Here neceHis, MapTThIH ecKille 9-bIHMa, jKaHala 22-cinae

KYH MEH TYH TEHeNei, KbIC OTill, 5Ka3 JKeTill, I1apya KeHese/i”
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the Kazakh New Year fits into scientific understanding. Kazakhs call this day “Natryz”.

It is not named after a saint or a prophet. Therefore, Natiryz is not a religious holiday but

a holiday of daily life'*(Kartaeva 2021).

In these writings, we see a clear attempt to “modernize” Naiiryz and to show that it is in
line with nature, science, and Kazakh customs, and to separate it from any association with Islam
or religious superstition. This framing would later become extremely important during the Soviet
period, when religion was seen as backward or dangerous. The Alash leaders wanted to position
Naiiryz as a progressive, national tradition — one rooted in Kazakh life and worldview. They
described how people cooked naiiryz kozhe, visited neighbors, and gave blessings. But most
importantly, they worked to fix Natryz on the calendar and to make it part of national identity.
According to them, Natiryz was not just a rural folk custom. It was part of who Kazakhs were as
a people. Their writings remind us that Naiiryz was not static. It was already being discussed,
debated, and redefined before the Soviet period. They provide a bridge between earlier practices
and the revival that would come later.

The writings of Alash intellectuals reflect not only an effort to emphasize Naiiryz as an
essential part of Kazakh identity, but also a broader process of shaping collective memory. They
described the holiday not just as a seasonal tradition, but as the true Kazakh New Year, rooted in
agricultural cycles and everyday life. This framing involved a selective process of memory
construction. As Benedict Anderson writes, “The essence of a nation is that all individuals have
many things in common and have also forgotten many things” (Anderson 2006, 2000). By
presenting Naiiryz as a national, secular, and distinctly Kazakh celebration, Alash intellectuals

were participating in the early stages of imagining the Kazakh nation, choosing certain narratives

12 Kazak JKaHa *bUIbI — Ka3FBITYPFBI KYH MEH TYHHIH TeHeJIreH KyHi (22 mapt) Gonapl. JXKaHa sKbUTIBIH epTEHiHE KapbIK, KbUIB KYH KAPAHFBI CYbIK TYHHEH
y3apa OacTtaiinbl. By perten kazak YKaHa *bUIBI FBUIBIM KOMHBIHA Ja OackIn Kipin Kanasl. Kaszak JKaHa sxeutsia “Haypeis” peiini. Haypsis oynuenin, oHOMEHIH

aTbl Oonmaca kepek. COHIbIKTaH Ka3akThiH HaypbI3bl — fAiH MelipaMbl eMec, TYPMBIC MeHpaMsl. ..
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and meanings to foreground, while omitting others. They were not inventing a new tradition, but
highlighting specific interpretations of Naiiryz that supported their political and cultural vision
for Kazakh society.

While Baitiirsyniily, Dulatov, and Zhumabaev were writing about Naiiryz as a meaningful
part of Kazakh identity, Turar Ryskulov, the chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars of
the Turkestan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic was working on institutionalizing the
holiday in the early Soviet state. On March 26, 1920 Ryskulov signed an official order “On the
Celebration of Natiryz.” This document encouraged workers and local authorities to organize

Naiiryz festivities, framing the holiday as a public event that could align with revolutionary

ideals (Azattyq 2018).
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Figure 4. Decree on the Nauryz Holiday Signed by Turar Rysqulov. Photo from Azattyq.

At that time, the Republic of Turkestan was a short-lived but ambitious project that

allowed some room for local cultural expression within the Soviet framework. However, the
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republic was dissolved just four years later in 1924, and the holiday quietly disappeared from
official calendars. There is a strong assumption that Natiryz was banned in 1926. This belief
comes from a widely circulated quote by poet and activist Mukhtar Shakhanov. In his poem
“Natryzga Oda,” he writes that the holiday returned after sixty-two years which would mean it
was last celebrated in 1926. Although no document that confirms the ban exists, the timeline
makes sense. After the liquidation of the Turkestan Republic and the strengthening of
anti-religious campaigns in the USSR, many traditional and seasonal holidays disappeared from
state calendars and official discourse.

There are several possible reasons for why Natiryz was forgotten or sidelined. First, the
Soviet administration may have considered Naiiryz a religious holiday. Julie McBrien writes in
the book From Belonging to Belief that the Soviet state promoted a specific idea of religion: in
the eyes of the regime, if you were Uzbek, Kazakh, or Kyrgyz, then you were Muslim by default
(McBrien 2017). This type of identification wasn’t based on belief, but on belonging. Therefore,
anything practiced by Muslim-identified populations including Naiiryz could be considered
religious. Laura Adams echoes this in her book Spectacular State, where she explains that the
Soviet state treated Natiryz as an Islamic holiday simply because it was celebrated by groups
who were seen as Muslims, even if the roots of the holiday were much older than Islam itself
(Adams 2010, 51).

The Soviet Union’s broader anti-religious policies also played a role. Throughout the
1920s and 1930s, the state actively suppressed public religious expression, and this extended to
holidays. It is possible that officials did not distinguish between Naiiryz and other religious

celebrations like Kurban Bairam or Ramadan. Also, due to what historian Devin DeWeese calls
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“light Islamization” in Central Asia, even secular customs could appear religious because Islam
had blended with local cultural practices (DeWeese 1994) .

Another possible explanation is the sequence of the historical events — there was a famine
in 1933-1934 and migration to China, Iran and other neighboring countries as a consequence of
the famine, the massive repressions in 1937-1938 and the World War II in 1939-1945. There
were a series of traumatic events happening in the steppe and people would not have time and
energy to think about celebrations. Besides the historical events, there was a new Soviet calendar
and a new system of commemorative dates including Revolution Day, New Year, May 1st, and
later Victory Day. Probably, there was less space for local traditions like Naiiryz. Over time,
Soviet citizens began to associate spring with Labor Day rather than the equinox. A new system
of time, ideology, and seasonal celebration was being introduced from above, and Naiiryz did not
fit easily into it.

The final reason might be the most simple — urbanization and the loss of rural customs.
As people moved into cities after WWII and adopted new lifestyles, seasonal and agrarian
holidays became less relevant. Natiryz may have quietly faded not because of a single ban, but
because it no longer matched the values of Soviet modernity. This quiet erasure without official
cancellation, but through cultural neglect is part of how the Soviet state controlled traditions. As
Benedict Anderson notes, national memory depends not only on what is remembered, but also on
what is forgotten. Naiiryz was forgotten not only by document, but by design.

Not banned, but not celebrated: Naiiryz between 1926 and 1988

While Naiiryz was forgotten at the official level for decades, it was not the only seasonal

holiday to disappear from the Soviet calendar. One of the clearest examples is Maslenitsa

(Shrovetide), a Slavic spring festival known for its pancakes and farewell to winter. After the
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1917 revolution, it was banned as a religious and folk tradition, only to be reinvented later as a
secular event under the new name “Proshchaniye s Russkoy Zimoy” (Farewell to Russian
Winter) (Vlasova 2016). This reinvention set a precedent for how Soviet authorities treated
seasonal or traditional celebrations: instead of banning them outright, they were often renamed,
reframed, and repurposed to fit Soviet ideology. One thing to highlight is how the former
minister of the culture of KazSSR Ozbikili Zhinibekov (1931-1998) was one of the organizers
of Farewell to Russian Winter Festival in Torgay region of KazSSR. The 2023 biographical book
Ozbiikdili zhane Madeniet Maidan (Ozbekali and the Cultural Front) recalls an episode from
1973, when local authorities organized a celebration officially titled “Farewell to Russian
Winter.” When some locals, including Mukhtarkhan Manapuly, questioned the logic of
celebrating the passing of Russian winter in Kazakh lands, Ozbikél1 Zhinibekov reportedly
responded: “Tomorrow, we will celebrate Naiiryz. “Zima’ is just a Russian name, but we’ll give
it a Kazakh essence. Twenty yurts have been brought from Amangeldi and Zhangeldin and set
up. Mares are tethered at the lines. Tomorrow, you’ll feast on naiiryz kozhe. We will bring the
figures of Aldar Kose, Khoja Nasreddin, Zhirenshe Sheten, Karashash Ana, and Qydyr Ata to the
square”*(Kerimbai and Nabi 2023, 108). Although it’s unclear whether this celebration in
Torgay truly took place in 1973 or is a retroactive reconstruction based on post-1988 practices,
the story still illustrates a key strategy of the late Soviet period — adapting traditional cultural
elements to fit officially sanctioned formats. This strategy was not limited to Kazakhstan. Across
Central Asia, Soviet authorities experimented with renamed or rebranded spring holidays. In

Kyrgyzstan, the holiday was called “Vesna Ala-Too” (Spring of Ala-Too) and in Uzbekistan, it

13 Epren “Haypbi3apr” ToinaiiMers. “3uma” 1ereH atbl FaHa opbiciua. 3aThlH Ka3aKiua eTemis. Amanreni MeH JKanrenauanen 20 Kui3 yit OKein KypbIl KOHIBIK.
buenep sxernine Gaitnansin Typ. EpreH HayphI3 kesxere ToschiH. Aniap kece, Koxanacsip, XKupenme menren, Kapamarm ana, Kpiblp aransis 06pasiapbid ajnaHFa

QJIBII IObIFAMBI3.
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was “Navbahor”. These titles were meant to maintain the seasonal celebratory spirit while
removing any links to pre-Islamic or religious meanings associated with Naiiryz.

Despite these renaming efforts, Naiiryz was never completely forgotten. Soviet media
occasionally hinted at its continued relevance both within and beyond Kazakhstan. In 1970, the
Shevchenko-based newspaper Ogni Mangyshlaka published a short article about the celebration
of Naiiryz in Iraq “The people of the Iraqi Republic, Arabs and Kurds joyfully celebrated the
traditional Kurdish holiday Nowruz... By republican decree, Nowruz was declared a national
holiday of all Iraq”'"*(Ogni Mangyshlaka 1970) The inclusion of this foreign example suggests

that the idea of Natryz remained present, even if it was not officially celebrated within

Kazakhstan.

Hapon Mpakckoli Pecny6iusH —apaGel H Kyp)
BETPETHA TPAAMUMONHBNG KypackHii mpaznsur Hoypy
B cTpade 0TMeYaeTcs Kak HAYAT0 BeCHHI,
Pecny6aukancknm aAekpeTom Hoypy:
HaIbHAM NpasaHuKoM  scero Mpaka,
cor HuA of yperymup 1 KypAC
liero KOHew muoroserneir OparoyGuilerse
hg.ﬂ # KYDEAMM Ha ceBepe cTpaHgL
+ W8 CHMMEe DpasIHMYHAA ACMOHCTPALMA B

= ==

Figure 5. The Report from Ogni Mangyshlaka Newspaper Reporting on Naiiryz
Celebrations in Iraq (1970).
Oral history accounts and late-Soviet-era interviews also confirm that private celebrations
of Naiiryz persisted, especially in rural areas. Sotsialistik Qazagstan published interviews in

1989 with people who had personal memories of Naiiryz. One such interview featured Aitiken

14 “Hapon Hpakckoii PeciryOmiku — apabbl U KypZIbl — paJJOCTHO BCTPETUII TPAAULUOHHBIH KypAackuil npa3nuuk Hoypys... Pecyonukanckum gexperom Hoypys

MPOBO3IIANIEH HALMOHAIBHBIM Mpa3AHUKOM Beero Mpaxa.”



23

Aymanov, an 89-year-old man who was born in 1900 and lived through both the banning of the
holiday and its quiet persistence. Aymanov recounted how villagers would still gather to cook
natiryz kdzhe and celebrate in small groups, even though the public celebration had been banned:
“In our time, there weren’t many holidays filled with songs and celebrations. Even so, during the
equinox, people would gather to share naiiryz kozhe, and the elders, along with the young men
and women from nearby villages, would recall the ancient traditions as best as they could. Later,
even this was forgotten”'3(Kayirbekov 1989, 2). Further reinforcing this idea, another Sotsialistik
Qazagstan report from 1988 described a visit to a kolkhoz in the Zhambyl district. There, a
woman named Kulimkhan explained how she continued to cook natiryz kézhe in private for fear
that her children would forget the tradition. She recalled how, in her youth, villagers would sing
and play dombyra during these small-scale celebrations, demonstrating how these acts of
remembrance kept the essence of Naiiryz alive:

So that the children don’t forget, we still make it to this day. It’s also called tileu-kozhe

(blessing soup). On the morning of Naiiryz, the villagers would go and clear the nearby

springs. During the meal, they would talk about the effects of winter and plans for spring

and summer activities. After finishing the kozhe, the elders would give blessings and

wishes to the head of the household and the young people'® (Alimzhanov 1988, 4).

These stories were not simply collected by chance. As the Naiiryz revival gained
momentum in the late 1980s, republic-level media began actively soliciting and publishing
recollections like these as part of a broader Soviet tradition of documenting and curating folk

memory. Interviews, oral histories, and ethnographic anecdotes became a key mechanism for

15 “Bi3aiH TYChIMBI3[Ia OH-IyMaHMEH OTETiH Mepekesep a3 6ospl Foit. Conjail makrapaa 1a, KYH MEH TYHHIH TEHEJIIeH yarblH/a, HaypbI3 Kexke imicir,
ayblI-aybUIIaFbI IIAJ-IIayKaH, KbI3-0030al1a exXenri JoCTYp/i MaMa-IIapKbIHIIA eCKe albIChI TypaThiH. Keilin Oy 1a YMBITBUIABL.”

16 Banamap yMbITBII KaJIMAchIH JeM KYHi OyriHre geifiH xkacar kieeMi3. MyHbI Tiney-Kkexe aen Te aiftagsl. Haypbi3 KyHi TaHEepTeH aybuUl a3aMaTTapsl Oaphblil, coi
MaHai1aFbl OyJIaKTap/IbIH KO3iH anraabl ekeH. J{oM YCTirae KbICTBIH ocepi, KOKTEMT', Ka3Fbl TipIiKTiH jKaiibl ce3 6onanpl, Keske imrinin GoFraHHaH KeiliH KapTTap

IIaHBIPAK HeCiHe, XKacTapra 6ara-Tijex aifTajbl.



24

legitimizing the revival, offering a sense of continuity with the past, even when that past had
been largely interrupted. In this sense, these reminiscences are not just spontaneous memories
but also products of a deliberate cultural process: collecting, editing, and publishing people’s
stories to reinforce the idea of an unbroken tradition.

Finally, evidence of Naiiryz’s quiet presence can be found in the editorial practices of
Leninshil zhas, one of Kazakhstan’s most widely read youth newspapers. In 1989, the newspaper
quoted a poem from the 1925 edition of Qazag newspaper, stating: “Previously, on March 22 of
each year even if it couldn’t explicitly be called Naiiryz Day special spring editions were
prepared”!” (Leninshil zhas 1989, 1). This quote suggested that Naiiryz was subtly
acknowledged, if not named directly, even in earlier Soviet years. Probably, the editors were
referring to the period when Seidakhmet Berdikulov served as the chief editor of Leninshil zhas.

In a memoir article from 2024, journalist Zhanat Yelshibek recalled:

When Seidakhmet Berdikulov became editor... during one conversation, he quietly

introduced an idea: “Comrades, we are not able to publish the Naiiryz holiday in a loud,
colorful way. This holiday is disappearing from people's memory. In the future, we must
put it on the newspaper’s pages.” Soon after, a special creative commission was formed

and a draft plan for the spring issue was made'® (Tilegen 2024).

In 1971, the spring edition of Leninshil zhas was published. There was no mention of
Naiiryz itself, but the issue was called “Spring Edition” and included photos of children and

adults in traditional Kazakh clothing, labeled as members of school kruzhki (activity clubs).

17 “Byzan OypbIH 1a 9p sKbULABIH 22 MapThl KYHI (HaypsI3 KyHi en aiiTyFa MyMKiHAIK GepiiMece Jie, apHaiibl KOKTEM CaHIapbIH jKacar Kemi”
18 “Ceiinaxmer bepaikynos pegakrop Gonbin keimi... bipae oHriMe apachinaa *KbUIT eTKi3in, 6ip naesHbIH yiibH mbirapasl. “YKommacrap, 6i3 ocsl Haypsis
MepeKeCiH aifKailiaThim, OosyIaThin MIbIFapa anMail )KypMi3. Byl Mepeke XaJbIKThIH JKaIbIHAH KeTil 0apa *KaTbIp. AJIIaFbl yaKbITTa OCHIHBI Ta3eTTiH OeTiHe

IIBIFAPYBIMBI3 Kepek” IeT Kasibl. [ie-1aa apHaiisl bIFapManibUIbIK KOMHCCHS KYpbibin, «KeKkTeM HOMIpiHiH» HIHKi jKOCTapsl XKacanisl.”
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Figure 6. Front Page of Leninshil zhas Newspaper, Special Spring Edition (March 25, 1971).
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Figure 7. Dancers in National Clothing at the Naiiryz Celebration. Leninshil zhas,

Special Spring Edition (March 25, 1971).

On March 22, 1985, another issue came out with green ink on the first and fourth pages —

an unusual choice at the time. The headline read “Kekrem xenni keH Oavitak Kasakcranra”

(Spring has arrived in vast Kazakhstan), and the front page featured an illustration of a bird

holding a tulip, a city skyline, and yurts. Next to it, the editors included Abai’s poem Zhazgytury
(Spring). On the final page, a text titled Naiiryz Naqyshtary (Natiryz Patterns) appeared. Again,
there was no direct reference to Natiryz as a public celebration, but the hints were becoming
more visible. It’s important to mention that in Soviet Kazakhstan, the Russian names of months

were dominant, especially in the media. March was always referred to as “mapt,” not “Natiryz.”



27

KOKTEM KEAAI KEH BAMTAK

TOJKOPA
BAP/ILIK EMAEPAIH MPONETAPMAPSI, BIPITIHAEP! TYHFAH TOJ YHI

Arana-imial Tabue nen Ep-
oca-

armbex
B Tan i mua Sypam Sip orap
o Rabuxzan saram. Bipis.
mi waers  erxisin, Sipimol
EaKTEMIT MeTKeNze TOKTMLIA-
pas morma €2l Kearel axres

aarames  Sepexecin
Tycax ovapud 3p myaimen 117-

.. ) ’:_“_-‘.p:“n ©  ASTITM -
g . by o i)
\ laser 1921 xsinFo! = “u“' =
22 maptTaH . FEEEE -
=y
p XOHE KeKTem. Byn—yakerr . =
Toéwu'rrbm. XKACTbIK, wary

i

ma wanzM AyMa  Mepewexix

xykre eoren. Epaewbes mem

‘Habar
HASANCTAR AKEM OPTAABIK HOMHTETIHIR OPTAHB ] mr'.:
- i e yomm meTE otaron.
ROeK, Kypbiw xopa.
KanbiH Xirepmen TYnerken -

|
!

J

Kamoom
& %58 (11095) . HKYMA, 22 MAPT 1985 JKbLJI. . Boww § woe: ol o Y
THIK kexTemai enbex expira.

Gepeke Goﬁnum'upbmnq Kap-

- ECE JARSIARB-

: >y EPTERTE

onasl. eﬁmeui‘ 6YN— KOpbiThIk- ¢ o Pt Byisazasin

ylWs! KBINABIY, KeKkTemil ; N “""“’.?.‘_L“'..'-i;":;-f‘
Z

ot B conserep e At

BECHBUNILIKTOIN | o Eypex exicnepivie >
KekTem komcomon-xacrap
KONNeKTHBTEpIHE, XaC enﬁexne;%— oy
nepre xen kapbanac ana kenai. -
ey :. Or?op apﬁi: Es:,ni eHbex Mepe- | M e N T
KecCiHe QFHQNABIDA OTHIPbIN, TG- | 2o X e

g
g
3
B
£

RATMARTM KMCTMN ChIM,
Ryanmpap mepiin myal
P, aAAMIAT anTaImCR,
eaxipep xymuin xeal..

i
{

3
f
i

yyre meusis KA~
BuFGT XACTBIFBI MEH apamsar M. CAXXANOB.
A u—u—m: mur | KOCTBIFBIHBIY yAnecimiH xapac- e ) ayzam,
s wepicin, Kymakraca. -:u-:--ﬂ_or-u Teipa Ginype. }
EITAH MACTAD; ‘Mol T oRnate
oy MayRuMuE Gacsin, glll- maCAN-

jie 63381, Kol KO3TAN — Kopaza my,
jberex: nen KYCTAD AB CAAA XV-I.
s wem AFAII MARMICAIN K3PAFAIGIA,

w Smen 30 KACTBIK» JKAMBIHAAM KENEQ!
Kesrem “iac- i

Canuax, ks KoR mac Genricimen, |l Keasxeran omucnin
MaCANAU  CF COMORKACTOP SpMraRecmAMM wxeyl KAJGKCTEN  MOWCOMOMM Lo cilsn gowwrerisin xesexti
Sanan any- exben Tecmnand 2;—:: ‘6:_ Opramux  Komsratinin, Sipeyi eaeys onms it
ocipyal wynmMNa  cenaerew mow. s wOMCOMOR  KNICH ey Komurerini
|F:l- Iu‘ el TPt ait lwinge  xommretinin Kypmet T Y
jus marsaadl MAMMpIAD Ky MemEN Ka3, vaban 26200 Eac tosmi GopAmxwnen, ranas. OKOCTMN e yananrepema ewAnec  o6-
‘myripin Sazaxap msa. ueHTHEPALA
casan mawe Gacka ewls  cnapawm opta exi per pecny COUNB-  nLc KOMCOMON WOMMTETTERINI
frxiip STIIEN SWPAATMIN TACTAFANZA 51 KMMOTPAMNEN GTKS AWCTIC NAWCTMM, WOAIMNAN  Lancu wacALET MeMINRST  MY-
hox-=YpK erin Lilmep xox maysamas. amclain , 35 swnorpassss aTaAR. Macu TYPAbis OEMMCTMX XOM-
je xaTapaan CApRMHAM YR Byn ewbestin warw-  Vmu Mesicrin WOMMAM  comon KOMMTETININ Bipinai cen-
o 6ypanaan, mabuicun, KALIATM HAS. Kapayn ":l_ memezen o exningl @468 ograpm E. opoanmwcand Sams-
ORMILN WOLMMEMNA A T scun Tycri, Bpurans wen- unur:xulwmiv‘- ,
s, maxes mulnep Ru3-meaimmes, Y vemay nexral a— oy
=yaine on Gepep rya-Gokmemex.
[oom vepral akns Sy6va, =
s

|
I
i
b
i

Kasencran nagres
el oo Caspanos Srumawms xommowa - gaslp 500 fac rownwes 6op-  courerinin coperapy [ 1L
Y ~ _“.'””. Bipl 110 s cou rasa nadgs xen-  gagwasyRs. OpSip  voxmuse Bepaone:  wewe Kadaxcran

it g Hpron Aruma saru cafl iac- optaus Ceamarm S5 macrpas- [IKCM Opranux  Kossrariin
T S e e e T o SR
e - e, ipos, | Ay MATLMAR
e i oy /i&' 2 /&2 ///:'

cum, co3 coines
KNCC XXV evasinin weuim-
BeDin WYIETe BCHPEAMKIS wOM-

Figure 8. Cover Page of Leninshil zhas Newspaper, Special Spring Edition (March 22, 1985).
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Using Kazakh month names, or mentioning “naiiryz kézhe,” was not just unusual, it was
politically risky. Journalist Yertai Aigaliuly later recalled that Berdikulov received an official
warning from the Central Committee simply for using the word “naiiryz kozhe” in an article:
“We heard that Seidakhmet Berdikulov, who led the Leninshil zhas team for many years and is
now a well-known writer-journalist, received a warning from the Central Committee just for
mentioning the word “naiiryz kézhe” once in a spring issue article. We were stunned, but kept
silent”"’(Tilegen 2024). This example shows how Soviet censorship operated not just through
direct bans, but also by discouraging even subtle references to national traditions. Editors like
Berdikulov navigated this environment carefully, trying to preserve cultural memory through
symbolism, seasonal motifs, and coded language.

There is one interesting detail — on the cover page of the Leninshil zhas newspaper’s
Spring Edition for 1971 was a poem by Soviet-era Kazakh poet Mugagalt Maqataev titled “Ei,
menin qiyn otkelim”. Whether he was inspired by the Spring Edition or not, in 1973, just two
years later and fifteen years before Natiryz was officially celebrated in Soviet Kazakhstan,
Makatayev wrote “Naiuryz ayi tuganda”, a poem filled with longing and memory of Naiiryz.
This text would later become the basis for the well-known song “Naiiryz Duman”, still
performed during modern Naiiryz celebrations. While the poem will be examined in depth in
Chapter 3, especially in relation to how it prefigures the shift toward “National in Content,” it is
already worth noting here how Makatayev talks about Naiiryz through nostalgic images of

spring, community, and loss.

Haypw13 aiibl Tyranma, When the month of Natiryz arrived,
Toti 6omy1sl exi Oy MaHaa. There used to be celebrations around here.

19 ¥3ak sxpuinap 60iibl «JICHUHILIT jKac» KOJIIEKTUBIH GacKapraH, Kasip Oenrini xasymsl-kypHanuct Ceiinaxmer beprikyioB arambi3biH Kekrem HoMipinae

«HaypBI3 KOXke» JIereH co3/iH 6ip MakanaHbIH ilIiHAe aTan KeTkeHi yuriH OpTajiblk KOMHTETTEH €CKEpTy aIFaHbIH eCTiriH/e ilTiMi3/IeH ThIHFAaHBIMBI3 Gap.”
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Haypwi3, HaypbI3, KyH Hri!
KyHi uri xepain - Typi uri.
BaybIpsI )KBUTBIT HayaT-Kap,
BaOsimeH raHa xiOui.
[anrbuTBIn BIPHIC MIAHAKTAH,
[akpipein 6ip yit Oip yitai,
[ITarranymis! i 6ip uri.

OcpblHay uTi KeH xKepre,
Haypgr13 alibl kenrenae,
Hayps13 Toiipin 6eprene,
Kepmerennep ne - apmanaa,
ApMaHJa - OHbI KOpIeH JIe.

Naitiryz comes, and skies grow bright,
Good weather turns the earth to light.
The snow, like sugar, warms and melts,
Softening only with care and time.
Blessings scattered from the bowl,

One household calls upon the next,
And joy would fill each generous soul.

When Natiryz comes to this wide land,
And celebrations bloom so grandly.

Those who haven’t seen it dream of it,
And those who have seen it still long for it.

Chapter 2. Socialist in Content, National in Form

After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, Kazakhstan experienced a renewed

wave of decolonial discourse and national rethinking. Scholars such as Kudaibergenova and

Laruelle (2022), Kassymbekova and Marat (2022), and Arystanbek and Schenk (2022) have

shown how these events caused a broader reassessment of Kazakhstan’s postcolonial identity,

collective memory, and cultural narratives. The following shift also affected how the Naiiryz

holiday was portrayed in the media. Kazakhstani outlets began revisiting its history, emphasizing

that Natiryz had not been widely celebrated until 1988. Headlines such as “How the Soviet

Union Stole Naiiryz from the Kazakhs”, “Who Stole Naiiryz?”, and “How Naiiryz Returned to

Kazakhstan After 62 Years of Prohibition” presented the revival of the holiday as an act of

resistance and national restoration. Journalists searched for “heroes” who defied the Soviet

system and brought Naiiryz back to the people. Even the book Ozbekali and the Cultural Front

framed the return of Naiiryz as the personal achievement of former Minister of Culture Ozbikali

Zhénibekov.

However, none of these narratives referenced any official Soviet documents banning

Natiryz, nor did they examine how the holiday was reintroduced in the spring of 1988. My
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research into periodicals from that time, including spring issues of Leninshil zhas and Sotsialistik
Qazagstan from 1988 and 1989 suggests a different picture. The revival of Naiiryz did not
emerge in opposition to the Soviet system, but rather within it. It was framed using the
ideological language of the late Soviet Union and aligned with official discourses of the time.
Naiiryz was reimagined as a holiday that celebrated collective labor, international friendship, and
ecological awareness not explicitly as a national Kazakh holiday or as a Turkic New Year. This is
why I argue that the early revival of Naiiryz was socialist in content and national in form — its
return was only possible once it had been reimagined to align with the language, values, and
priorities of the late Soviet state.

In this chapter, I explore how the revival of Natiryz in the late 1980s followed the
principle of being socialist in content and national in form. I analyze how Soviet media described
the holiday, focusing on the rhetoric used in articles, interviews, and celebratory scripts. I also
examine the role of key cultural figures such as Mukhtar Shakhanov through his 1988 interview
and public letter as well as Zhdnibekov’s memoirs and writings about him. Finally, I consider the
use of standardized Naiiryz scripts, the role of organized sports, and the broader aesthetics of
celebration. Together, these elements demonstrate how Natiryz was adapted to fit the ideological
and performative needs of the late Soviet state while still evoking national forms and imagery.

One of the guiding principles of Soviet cultural policy was the idea that national forms
were acceptable or even encouraged as long as they served socialist content. This formula, most
famously articulated as “Socialist in Content, National in Form™ allowed the state to
accommodate ethnic and regional diversity while promoting a unified, ideologically acceptable
message. “Content” here referred to the values and goals of the Soviet state: collectivism, labor,

internationalism, progress, and loyalty to socialism. One of the articles from Leninshil zhas about
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Naiiryz celebrations in Almaty said, “Our rich culture, national in form and socialist in content,
stands out for its diversity and advanced traditions. Naiiryz is marked by a wide variety of
national artistic expressions”?’(Bolatkhanov 1988, 4). This statement demonstrates how Naiiryz
was made ideologically safe for mass revival. It could be celebrated and even widely promoted
as long as it was tied to socialist ideas such as the importance of labor, cultural development,
international friendship, and collective values. It was not called a Kazakh national holiday, nor
described as a religious or spiritual event. Instead, it was reframed to fit the state’s vision of
progress and unity.

This ideological framework was not only present in official newspaper coverage, it also
shaped how prominent figures in Kazakhstan began speaking about Naiiryz. One of the earliest
and most influential examples was Mukhtar Shakhanov’s 1988 interview, which marked the
beginning of public discussions about reviving the holiday. Homing in on his discourse, he
framed Natryz to fit the late Soviet context. The question he was answering was “We would like
to know your thoughts on tradition, ethics, and youth education in the current period of
glasnost/perestroika”!(Oralbayev and Kaiyrbekov 1988, 4). However, instead of addressing all
three concepts, Shakhanov focuses almost entirely on traditions, leaving out ethics and youth
education. He begins by emphasizing that “Each nation has its own unique and wonderful
traditions”**(4) and provides examples from other Soviet republics. He mentions a Georgian
tradition in which the most valuable part of a bride’s dowry is the book The Knight in the Tigers s
Skin and describes how he and his colleagues from the Writers' Union were deeply impressed by

Estonia’s practice of preserving old boats as a sign of respect and gratitude.

20 “Typi YITTHIK, Ma3MYHBI COLMAIIMCTIK Gaii MOICHHETIMI3, 03BIK JOCTYpIIepiMi3 CaH allyaH/IbIFBIMEH Jie epeKieneHei. HaypbI3ablH YITTBIK OHEp HaKbIIITaPbI
KOl TYpJi
21 “Kasipri KaiiTa Kypy Ke3eHiHIeri A9CTYp, 9THKA, COHai-aK kKacTap TopOHeci Typasbl OMIapbIHbI3IbI O1IriMi3 Keneri?

22 “Op YITTHIH ©3iHEe TOH XKAKCHI, FAXaibIN AocTYprepi 6omaxsr”
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After highlighting these successful traditions in other republics, Shakhanov turns to
Kazakhstan with a rhetorical question — “Had we no such good traditions?”*(4) This is an
interesting rhetorical move because instead of immediately talking about Naiiryz’s importance,
he first establishes a broader Soviet context, positioning Kazakh traditions as part of a shared,
Union-wide repertory of cultural practices. By first praising traditions from Georgia and Estonia,
he frames his argument in a way that aligns with Soviet multiculturalism where each republic
was encouraged to celebrate its own distinct but ultimately “Soviet” cultural identity. This makes
his appeal for Naiiryz’s revival more persuasive to Soviet authorities, as he presents it not as a
form of Kazakh nationalism, but as an effort to restore a valuable tradition within the greater
Soviet brotherhood of nations.

This serves as a transition into his nostalgic description of Naiiryz. He recalls “In the
past, our village used to celebrate the Naiiryz holiday. People would prepare for it as if getting
ready for a real toi (festivity)”?*(4). His wording reminded me of Muqagalt Maqataev’s poem,
which will be mentioned in the next chapter; both poets use the auxiliary verb “eni” to describe
past traditions, listing the customs of their villages in a way that evokes deep nostalgia.
Grammatically, the use of “eni” signals a definitive past, presenting Naiiryz as something that
was once an integral part of life but is now lost. This feeling of absence is reinforced by his use
of “-eTin”, a verb construction that suggests habitual action something that "used to happen"
regularly. Together, these forms frame Naiiryz as a long-standing tradition that was disrupted,
rather than something that naturally faded away. This linguistic framing is significant because it
supports the argument that Natiryz must be revived, as it was not just a forgotten custom, but an

essential part of life that was taken away. Shakhanov is not just remembering the past, but also

23 “OchIHIal XKaKChl 19CcTYpIiep 6i3ae sxoK ma eni?”

24 “Bypsin 6i3ain aysuina Haypsis mepekeci oty ei. JKypr Oyran Hak Gip ToiiFa naifbIHIaaThIHall 93ipieHeTiH”
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reshaping it by describing Natiryz as a big festival with serious preparations and reminding
people how important it used to be. But at the same time, he is creating a version of history that
fits the Natryz revival movement of the late 1980s. His description is not just about memory as it
was in Mugagali Makatayev’s case because Shakhanov’s words are also a way to convince
people that Naiiryz must return.

One notable detail is how Shakhanov describes traditional foods — “And the women
would cook corn kdzhe, millet kézhe, and wheat kozhe*(4). Shakhanov does not call it naiiryz
kézhe, which suggests that people originally made kézhe with whatever ingredients they had at
home, and only later was it formally associated with the holiday. This raises questions about how
and when naiiryz kézhe became a distinct symbol of the celebration because Beyimbet Maylin
whose poem about Naiiryz we will discuss later also will mention naiiryz kézhe, call it kozhe et,
but he does not mention the idea of using seven specific ingredients, as is customary today. This
suggests that, at the time, naiiryz kozhe may not have had a standardized ingredient list and was
instead prepared with whatever was available, rather than the seven ingredients that define it
today. This standardization took place after the revival of the holiday when thousands of books,
articles, and brochures were published to explain Naiiryz to the general public and provide
guidance on how to celebrate it.

After the nostalgia, Shakhanov strengthens his argument by bringing up Azerbaijan,
saying “In our brotherly Azerbaijan, this spring holiday is well established”*(4). This shifts the
conversation from personal memory to political strategy. By referencing another Soviet republic
where Natryz is officially celebrated, he indirectly questions why Kazakhstan has not done the

same. While this is mainly a rhetorical move, it also raises the question of whether Shakhanov

25 “An KpI3-KeNiHIIeKTep XKyrepi Kexke, Tapbl Koxe, Ouaii Kesxe miciperin”

26 “TybickaH O3ipOaiikaHia 0Cbl KOKTEM MEPEKeCi JKaKChl JKOJIFa KONUbLIFaH”
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was hinting at a sense of cultural unity among Turkic-speaking Soviet republics. In the late
Soviet period, as national identities became stronger, his reference to Azerbaijan could be seen as
a reference to Pan-Turkic or Pan-Turanist ideas. It frames Naiiryz as part of a shared Turkic
heritage rather than just a Kazakh tradition. Whether intentional or not, this comparison places
Kazakhstan’s Naiiryz revival in a broader regional context, rather than as an isolated event. He
then calls on the local administration and party leadership to take part in reviving the holiday. At
first, it may look like a bottom-up demand driven by public interest. But in reality, the revival of
Naiiryz was shaped by members of the cultural and political elite. Figures like Shakhanov, an
established poet, member of the Writers’ Union, and public intellectual used official platforms
like Leninshil zhas to call for its return. His appeal wasn’t grassroots activism; it was an elite
initiative working within Soviet structures. The revival didn’t grow from everyday people
pushing from below, it was proposed, shaped, and promoted by those with institutional access
and cultural authority.

The interview excerpt we discussed above shows how carefully Shakhanov frames his
argument to different audiences. He starts with examples from other republics to show that
national traditions can coexist within the Soviet system. Then, through personal memories, he
makes Natryz feel relatable to the average reader, bringing up nostalgia for a lost tradition.
Finally, by discussing the experiences of different nations, he shows government officials that he
is knowledgeable and well-informed, making his case for Naiiryz’s revival more persuasive.
Shakhanov’s approach aligns with what Eric Hobsbawm describes as the invention of tradition,
the process of adapting or reshaping cultural practices to fit new political and social realities.
While he presents Naiiryz as an ancient and continuous tradition, he is also actively

reconstructing its meaning within the late Soviet context. By framing it as both a local custom
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and a Soviet-approved celebration of cultural diversity, Shakhanov makes Naiiryz more
acceptable to the authorities, ensuring its revival fits within the ideological boundaries of the
time.

The same framing was used by writers like Syrbai Maulenov, Safuan Shaimerdenov, and
Ulykbek Yesdauletov who supported Shakhanov’s idea in Leninshil zhas for March 11, 1988.
The writers described Natiryz as a holiday of labor, passed down through generations —
“Mukhtar Shakhanov shows that Natryz is a holiday that honors labor. He sees it as a celebration
that could encourage conscious, purposeful work and bring people together through meaningful
collective action””’(Maulenov et al. 1988, 4) Their focus wasn’t just on the cultural aspects but
on emphasizing its fit with socialist values. For example, they highlighted tree planting as part of
Naiiryz, reinforcing the ecological and communal aspects of the holiday. The most interesting
part of these definitions and framings is the following sentence where the writers say “It would
be good if the just and refreshing winds of perestroika and democracy not only cleanse the dust
that has settled on the engines of our society's economic management but also renew and
rejuvenate our spiritual treasures”%(4). We can see how people try to connect the wave of
perestroika and say that it will refresh the traditions too. And it all makes me think that the
Soviet revival of Natiryz fits into the framework presented by Eric Hobsbawm in the book The
Invention of Tradition. Hobsbawm says that many traditions that seem ancient are, in fact,
inventions that serve political needs (Hobsbawm 2010, 7). Even though the Natiryz holiday was
reintroduced during perestroika, it wasn’t merely a return to pre-Soviet traditions. Instead, it was

reimagined to align with Soviet ideals of labor, productivity, and environmental stewardship,

27 “Myxtap Illaxano Haypbi31eiH eHOek MepeKeci eKeHiH aHFapThIn Typ. Hayphis Mepekeci XabIKThI caHalIbl HOCKKE KYMBUIIBIPATBIH, afaMaapabl 6ip
GipiMeH KaybIMIaCTBIPATBIH OHETeNi icke MypPBIHIBIK Gomnap exi”.
28 “KaiiTa Kypy MEH I€MOKDATHSHBIH O/IiIETTi caMaJI Keli KOFaMbIMbI3IbIH SKOHOMHKAJIBIK GacKapy IBHraTelliHe KOHFaH IIaH-TO3aHIbI Ta3apThIll KaHa KOWMaid,

PyXaHHU Ka3bIHAMBI3/IbI J1a KAHAPTBHIIL, )KacapThIll OThIPca JAYpPhIC Gomas!
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themes central to Soviet identity. But for the Kazakh(stani) society it will be really hard to accept
that Naiiryz was reinvented because more than half of our population are people who are
younger than 35 and for them Naiiryz is something that always was there and they took it for
granted. But there is another important thing to discuss and this point was presented by
Margarethe Adams, in her book Steppe Dreams — Kazakhstani media framed Natryz as a
continuous tradition, presenting it as an unbroken line from the past. However, this narrative of
continuity deliberately ignored the colonial and Soviet influences that shaped Natiryz’s revival.
By reimagining the holiday as something that had always existed, the Soviet authorities and
Kazakh media sought to create a sense of cultural stability, even though the holiday had been
suppressed for decades (Adams 2020, 99). This illusion of continuity erases the complex politics
of revival in the late 1980s and obscures the reality that the version of Natryz celebrated today
was very much a product of its time — socialist in content, even if national in form.

Continuing the talks about perestroika, there is an article from Sotsialistik Qazagstan
printed on April 26th in 1988 where journalists framed the revival of Natiryz as one of the many
positive changes brought about by perestroika, democratization, and renewal processes. They
wrote, “As a result of the patronage of the party and our government, a people’s holiday began to
be celebrated again”®(Smailov et al 1988, 4). This shows how the Soviet state took credit for the
revival, framing Naiiryz as a holiday that fit into Soviet narratives of progress and renewal. An
important point here is the use of the word “zhalpyhalyqtyq” (universal, people's), instead of
“ulttyq” (national). This language reflected the idea that Naiiryz wasn’t just a Kazakh
celebration; it was a holiday for all Soviet people, reinforcing the concept of “friendship of
nations.” At the beginning of the chapter I was quoting Khalid and saying that there was a bigger

freedom to demonstrate the elements of national identity during perestroika, but I cannot deny

29 “MiHe, mapTHs MEH YKIMETiMi3/iH KaMKOPJIBIFBIHBIH HOTHKECIH/IE JKAMBIXaIBIKTBIK XKoHe Oip Meiipam KaiiTazan Tepimisre Kagam 6acTsr”
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that the concept of “international upbringing” and “friendship of the nations” still remained
strong.

Natryz was framed as a holiday that brought together different nationalities, and media
reports often highlighted how other ethnic groups participated in the celebrations. For instance,
in 1989, Sotsialistik Qazagstan reported that Koreans in Almaty performed songs, danced, and
shared their traditional food as part of the month-long Naiiryz celebrations (Olzhayev 1989, 4).
The journalist Olzhaev even expressed gratitude to the “Korean relatives™?® for their
contributions. This focus on international participation is consistent with Soviet narratives of
multicultural unity, where Natiryz became a platform for showcasing how various ethnic groups

could come together and celebrate their shared values within the framework of Soviet ideology.

Figure 10. Representatives of the Slavic Ethnicity at the Naiiryz Celebration.
The scholars Laura Adams and Assel Rustemova wrote about mass spectacles of
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in contemporary times and in particular, the celebrations of Naiiryz.
According to the authors, we still have the elements that refer to the idea of multiculturalism that

took its start from the Soviet Union (Adams and Rustemova 2009, 1259). Even though Adams

30 Kopeii TybIcKaHIap
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and Rustemova wrote about it almost 15 years ago and now things could change, I was a witness
of a Naiiryz concert in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan in March 2024 and watched how girls in russian
costumes were dancing traditional russian dance, while the “Kalinka” song was on and how
Dungan girls were singing their folk songs. And there was the Japanese corner where people
were learning to write characters. Maybe it is not the exact same thing that was happening in
Kazakhstan in 1988-1989, but at least this case can be used as a prototype of what was
happening.

As it can be noticed, by 1989, the media became much more active in shaping how
Naiiryz should be understood and celebrated. In 1988, there were only five articles about Naiiryz
across the republic editions such as Leninshil zhas, Sotsialistik Qazagstan, and Zhalyn. But in
1989, the number of publications increased significantly. Natiryz was now celebrated for almost
a full month, from March 22 to April 23, and this was reflected in the media. Newspapers offered
various formats: reports on regional celebrations, interviews with ethnographers about the history
of the holiday, excerpts from Alash writers, game instructions (like how to play Agsuiek or build
an Altybagan), and even digests of Mukhtar Auezov’s writing on Naiiryz. It wasn’t just coverage,
it was an education. This trend would continue, eventually producing entire booklets that
compiled these materials. The Ministry of Culture published some of these books in the early
1990s with circulations of 15,000 copies or more.

Beyond newspapers, there were official scripts and celebration plans created by teachers,
cultural workers, and youth centers. I found one such example from Kyrgyzstan: a 1992
celebration plan written by Kalbubu Kurmanova, a village schoolteacher in Naryn. Her script
was published in national journals and re-used by others across the country. It’s clear that these

standardized scenarios were shared across regions, helping shape a unified way of celebrating
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Naiiryz. Something similar happened in Kazakhstan. I found a small 1990 booklet sponsored by
the “Bilim” foundation, which included descriptions of the Natryz rituals, lists of games, songs,
and food. It wasn’t just a general description, it was instructions. This intense level of
didacticism reminded me of another moment in Soviet history — the anti-religious press of the
1920s. Back then, atheist publications like Bezbozhnik, Atheist, and Soyuz Voinstvuyushchikh
Bezbozhnikov explained why people should stop believing in God. They were often state-funded
and intended to reach a wide audience, offering ideological literacy. I don’t mean to compare
these two cases directly, but it’s striking how similarly the Soviet and early post-Soviet states
tried to “teach” people through media, this time not about atheism, but about how to celebrate
Naiiryz “properly.” The idea was the same: create content, circulate it widely, and shape the
worldview of a population. According to Charles Briggs, when traditions are transmitted
through mass media, they are not merely preserved but reinterpreted to fit new ideological
contexts. Soviet newspapers and cultural publications did not present Naiiryz as a simple return
to folk tradition; instead, they actively reconstructed it by attaching socialist meanings to familiar
forms. In articles, celebration scenarios, and public speeches, Natiryz was redefined as a holiday
of civic responsibility, ecological care, and collective labor. This process of mediatization turned
Naiiryz into a “useful” tradition, one that affirmed Soviet ideals while creating the illusion of
cultural continuity.

Another way in which Natiryz was reframed to align with Soviet ideals was through
ecology. Environmentalism, especially in the form of collective labor like tree planting and
spring clean-ups, became a key tool for presenting Natiryz as a holiday compatible with socialist
values. This ecological framing transformed Naiiryz from a potentially nationalist or religious

celebration into an opportunity for civic engagement, public service, and community unity. It



40

also fit neatly into the tradition of subbotniks, long used in the USSR to promote socialist labor
ethics and communal responsibility. Articles published in newspapers such as Leninshil zhas and
Sotsialistik Qazagstan during the spring of 1988 and 1989 emphasized these themes repeatedly,
calling on readers to clean parks, revive natural springs, and plant trees in the name of the
holiday. As such, the ecological message helped position Naiiryz within the acceptable Soviet
framework of “useful” holidays that not only entertained or commemorated but also mobilized
citizens toward physical and moral renewal.

This ecological framing was most clearly demonstrated in a public letter written by
Mukhtar Shakhanov on behalf of the Committee on the Problems of the Aral Sea, Balkhash, and
the Ecology of Kazakhstan. In the letter, addressed to local ispolkoms, Shakhanov presents
Naiiryz not as a cultural or historical event, but as a civic campaign rooted in environmental
activism. He writes:

Since ancient times, during the days of Naiiryz, people have cleaned forgotten springs

and planted young trees. The Public Committee on the Problems of the Aral Sea,

Balkhash, and the Ecology of Kazakhstan under the Writers' Union of the Republic,

following this good tradition, calls on all residents of Kazakhstan every individual, every

family member to plant and nurture one or two trees on the eve of the Natryz holiday.

This can be done in parks, squares, alleys, boulevards, along roads, near riverbanks and

lakes, as well as in their own yards and household plots®'(Presidential Archive of the

Republic of Kazakhstan, Fond 7, Opis 2, Delo 1170).

31 “Uznpesne B quu Haypbiza Jioqu OuHInay 3a0bIThIC POIHUKH, CaXKald MoJofible AepeBlia. OOMIeCTBEHHbINH KOMUTET 110 ipodiieMaM Apaia, banxama u
sxonoruu Kazaxcrana npu Corose nucareseil pecryOIuKy, HCXOs U3 9TOH J00poii Tpaaguuny, npusbiBaeT Beex skuteneit Kazaxcrana, kaaoro yenoBeka,
Ka)kJIOTO WICHa CeMbH HaKaHyHe Tpa3iHuka HaypbI3 mocaauTh 1 BRIPACTUTD 110 OJHOMY-J[BA IepPEBIIa B IIapKax, CKBepax, Ha ajuiesx, OyJabpBapax, BIOJb I0POTL, B

npubpexbe pek, 03ep, Ha CBOMX JBOPAX M MPUycaaeOHbIX yyacTkax”
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Shakhanov’s call to action asks every citizen to plant one or two trees on Naiiryz not just
in their own yards, but also in public parks, boulevards, and riversides. The language here is
distinctly civic and collective, echoing the spirit of the Soviet subbotnik and casting
environmental participation as a patriotic act. He uses a quote from the Russian poet Nekrasov
“A worthy citizen cannot be indifferent to his homeland.”** While the connection between this
line and Natryz is not immediately obvious, the reference reveals much about Shakhanov’s
strategic communication. Writing in Russian and addressing a Soviet administrative audience,
Shakhanov likely chose Nekrasov, a politically safe figure to underscore the civic and patriotic
duty associated with ecological labor. His choice stands in contrast to his Kazakh-language texts,
where he cites national figures like Shakarim. This dual rhetorical strategy shows how
Shakhanov, like many Soviet-era intellectuals, adapted his language and symbolism depending
on context and audience, framing Natiryz in ways that would resonate with both local and central
Soviet authorities.

Shakhanov’s ecological letter can also be understood in the broader context of late Soviet
environmental activism. As Edward Schatz explains in his article “The Dog That Didn’t Bark”,
environmental movements in Kazakhstan during the late 1980s rarely took a strongly critical
stance against Moscow. Instead, they used softer, less confrontational rhetoric. He writes:
“Movement leaders, such as the Kazakh poet and founder of the Aral-Asia-Kazakhstan
Committee, Mukhtar Shakhanov, couched their appeals in relatively uncritical terms, since the
possibility of antagonizing Moscow carried real costs to the movement” (Schatz 2011, 145). This
observation helps explain why Shakhanov’s letter about Naiiryz was written in Russian and
framed the holiday through safe, Soviet-friendly ideas like tree planting, unity, and responsibility.

By calling on citizens to participate in ecological actions, Shakhanov presented Naiiryz not as a

32 “He Oynet rpaxJIlaHH JOCTOMHBIH, K OTYH3HE XOJIOZEH JyIoii”
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nationalist revival, but as a kind of subbotnik, a civic duty. This framing aligned with what
scholars call “eco-internationalism,” a late Soviet narrative that used environmental causes to
promote international cooperation and socialist values. Seen this way, Shakhanov’s ecological
version of Naiiryz wasn’t a contradiction of his earlier nationalistic poem, but rather a strategic
move to ensure the holiday’s revival within the ideological limits of the Soviet Union.

This ecological vision of Natiryz was not unique to Shakhanov. Another key figure who
participated in Naiiryz’s revival, Ozbikili Zhinibekov, the Minister of Culture of the Kazakh
SSR and a well-known public intellectual, also saw Naiiryz as an opportunity to promote
ecological responsibility and collective labor. In his memoirs, he recalls that during the late
1980s, Natiryz celebrations were used to organize large-scale subbotniks, community clean-up
campaigns and tree planting initiatives. He writes “In all districts and villages, competitions were
organized for street cleaning and tree planting. After the celebration, the regional leader would
reward and give prizes to those who planted the most trees and kept their streets the cleanest.
Thanks to this, Kazakhstan would be cleared of trash and shine like a mink’s fur”*}(Zhinibekov
1997, 26). Just like Shakhanov, Zhdnibekov framed Naiiryz not only as a return to cultural
traditions but also as a civic project grounded in the values of cleanliness, labor, and
environmental care which were the ideas that were central to Soviet ideology.

We have already talked at length about the “socialist in content” aspect of the Naiiryz
revival from ecological messaging and subbotniki to themes of labor, people’s friendship, and
collective participation. Now, let us turn to the other side of the Soviet formula and discuss how
Naiiryz was made national in form. This part of the revival focused on the use of visual,

performative, and symbolic elements drawn from Kazakh culture, including yurts, traditional

33 “bapibIK aynaH MeH ayblIaap/a Kellle Ta3alall, Tajl eryJIeH KapbIC YIbIMIacThIPbUINbL. Mepeke OiTKeciH aiiMak GacIIBICHI KOl Tall eKKEH, KOIIeCiH Ta3a

YCTaFaH TYPFBIHAAPABI MapamnarTar, ceiitibik Geperin. CoHbIH apKachiHaa KazakcTan KOKBICTaH Ta3apbll, KY3eHHIH TepiCiHeH XKbIITHIPAIl LIbIFA KeeTiH.”
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games, national dress, music, and cuisine which were presented in a structured, public format
typical of Soviet-style celebrations.

One of the most visible aspects of Naiiryz’s national form was the use of traditional
Kazakh games, many of which were formalized into full-time sports during the late Soviet
period. Newspaper articles, official reports, and documentaries all emphasized competitions like
qazagq kuresi, baige, asyq atu, and togyzqumalaq. These events were not only entertaining for
crowds but also helped to locate Naiiryz in Kazakh cultural heritage.

Yet, the prominence of sports raises a question — why did they take up so much space in
the celebration? One explanation is that sports were chosen because they were accessible. Due
to decades of Soviet reforms, 70 year long russification policies, and urbanization, not everyone
in the Kazakh SSR could take part in musical performances like aitys, or play instruments like
the dombyra or gobyz. Whereas sports created a space for those who wanted to participate
through competition. They also kept people at the event longer, many would stay to see who
won. This strategy helped create a festive atmosphere that felt collective and inclusive.

There is also a historical explanation for the connection between celebrations and
competitions. In his 1832 ethnographic work Description of the Kirghiz-Cossack, or
Kirghiz-Kaisak Hordes and Steppes, imperial officer Alexei Levshin described how Kazakhs
marked every major celebration with games and contests. He wrote that “a successfully
concluded wedding ends with feasting, horse races, and various games™**(Levshin 1832, 106).
Other passages describe physical challenges like retrieving coins with one’s mouth from a kumys
bowl, lifting objects from the ground while riding, or resisting being pulled from a saddle — all

performed before spectators during holidays.

34 “cyacTIMBO OKOHUYEHHAs CBa/lb0a 3aKIIF0YAETCs NPa3HECTBAMMU, IMPAMHU, CKAYKaMU U Pa3HBIMH MTpaMu’”
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Levshin also noted that archery, wrestling, and trick riding were central to Kazakh
festivities: “The Kirgizs also enjoy wrestling and do so with skill, gripping each other by the
belt”*(Levshin 1832, 120) These descriptions show that festive games were not just a Soviet
invention, they echoed older practices observed before colonization. By incorporating them into
urban celebrations, Soviet Kazakh elites were not simply reviving ancient customs but adapting
them to modern, urban spaces and Soviet ideals like physical fitness and collective participation.
Thus, the prominence of sports in the Naiiryz revival bridged multiple goals: they offered
continuity with pre colonial cultural forms, fit Soviet ideological frameworks around labor and
strength, and provided a practical means for engaging a broad audience in the celebration.

The third explanation is about how the sports also fit Soviet ideals. The Soviet Union
always promoted physical strength and athleticism as part of building a productive society.
Anthropologist Ulan Bigozhin in his paper “Where is Our Honor?” Sports, Masculinity, and
Authority in Kazakhstani Islamic Media quotes James Riordan and his study Sport in Soviet
Society - “Almost from the moment it came into existence, the Soviet state had a high demand
for disciplined and healthy citizens, hence the development of a system of regular participation
in physical exercise”(Bigozhin 2019, 190). Physical strength was not just a personal trait, but a
political ideal and Pat Simpson similarly claims that fizkul'tura was never just about health and
explains how it was “fetishized by party and state” as a tool for shaping the New Soviet Person,
combining physical strength with ideological devotion and collectivist spirit (Simpson 2004,
191). So showcasing national games was a way to say that Kazakhs, like all other Soviet peoples,
had their own sport heritage. We also have already mentioned that in the city squares there were

not only traditional kazakh games, but more urbanized or sovietized sport types like weightlifting

35 “Bopb0y KHPru3bl TAKKE JOBOIBHO JIIOOAT M GOPIOTCS ¢ HCKYCCTBOM, CXBaThIBas APYT Jpyra 3a mosica”
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with dumbbells and armwrestling. It also meant that celebrating Naiiryz through sport aligned
with both national and socialist values.

According to the reportage from the Leninshil zhas and Sotsialistik Qazagstan, in 1988
sport competitions were held in the Spartak stadium of Almaty. Newspapers wrote that the
stadium was full: “Lyq toly boldy” (all the seats were occupied). That year, Serikbai Tileubayev,
a master of sport from Zhanatas, came to Almaty to give lessons in togyzqumalaq. He organized
master classes and left. There were likely other professionals invited to do the same.

In 1989, the sports segment expanded. Competitions took place at the Central Stadium
from 11 AM to 7 PM and at the stadium of the Veterinary Institute from 2 PM to 7 PM. The
celebration program devoted 5—6 hours to sport. There were also sporting events around the
Demalys restaurant square.

Unlike today, when anyone can join Natryz contests, athletes in 1988 and 1989 were
carefully selected. They passed local qualifying rounds before performing in the citywide
celebrations. Leninshil zhas journalist Yeleusiz Zhanpeis remembered: “Athletes who were to
compete in the Naiiryz tournaments were selected well in advance. In each district of the city,
competitions were held in traditional national sports. There were also contests to select
performers for the roles of folk literature characters like Khoja Nasreddin, Aldar Kose, and
Tazsha Bala%(1989, 1).

His words reveal how tightly organized and curated the celebrations were. Competitions
were not spontaneous or grassroots; they were pre-planned and filtered through an institutional
structure. Even roles rooted in oral folklore like that of Aldar Kose were distributed through

official contests. This tells us that what looked like a folk revival was actually a highly managed

36 “HaypbI3IbIH JOIachIHA TYCETIH CIIOPTHIBLIAp epre OactaH ipikrenmi. KanaHblH opOip jKeKeIeHTeH ayIaHIapblHIa YITTIK CIIOPT TYPJIEPiHEH JKapbIC

yitbiMaacTeIpbitbIpabl. CoHmaii-ak, aybl3 oneduer keifinkepiepi Koxxanaceip, Anjgap kece, Tasia GaiaHblH pestiH OifHay yIIiH 1€ jkapbicTap oTTi”
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cultural production. It also shows that national form was not simply about content (costumes,
names, images) but also about who was allowed to participate, how they were chosen, and how
they were staged. What looked like tradition was carefully filtered through layers of Soviet
cultural planning.

Going back to sportsmen, they were even part of the ceremonial caravans. In 1989, 100
athletes—culturists took part in the festive Natiryz parade, called Naiiryz toiynyn saltanatty
kosh-kerueni (“The Festive Carvan of the Natiryz Celebration”).

But sports were not the only performance. The Writers’ Union helped shape the cultural
program. Writers and organizers went back to Kazakh literary works to reconstruct the aesthetics
of old toi and as events. Mukhtar Auezov’s novel Abai Zholy describes “Bozhey asy,” a grand
feast where representatives from different tribes built yurts, laid out dastarkhan, played dombyra,
and competed in sports. Many celebrations of 1988 and 1989 echoed this model. Even now many

celebrations of 2024-2025 echoed this model.

HAVPBI3 TOMbBIHBIH
CAJITAHATTEI
«KOII-KEPYEHD

)

Geseunipiata, — Erep wun erect i, cyuivu

Figure 11. Program of the Naiiryz Caravan (1989).
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In Kyzylorda, the ispolkom’s report noted: “In the regional centre on the central square
reproduced a traditional Kazakh aul, it is more than 30 colourful yurts, where items of everyday
culture were exhibited”(Presidential Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Fond 7, Opis 2,
Delo 1170) These yurts had their own names “yurt of the hunter”, “yurt of the bride”, “yurt of
Ybyray Zhakayev”, “yurt of Syr Suyerleri” and many more. Each yurt represented a theme or
identity. Tselinograd Oblast reported that 39,000 people participated in the theatrical
performances. These included traditional characters like Asan Qaigy, Zhirenshe sheshen, Aldar
Kose, and Tazsha bala, as well as symbolic rituals “kelin tusiru” (arrival of a new bride),
“betashar” (bride unveiling), “tusaukeser” (baby’s first steps), and “shildekhana’ (celebration
of a newborn). Whether these rituals reflected real practices or were reimagined for the stage is
unclear.

To sum up, the national form of Naiiryz was created through visible symbols like yurts,
traditional sports, costumes, folk characters, and rituals. These elements were presented in a
structured and carefully managed way, following the format of Soviet public holidays. But this
was not a return to old, pre-Soviet traditions. What people saw in Almaty and other cities
between 1988 and 1990 was shaped by decades of Soviet cultural policy. As historian Francine
Hirsch explains, the USSR used “cultural technologies of rule” — tools like censuses, festivals,
parades, and textbooks to shape and control national identities (Hirsch 2005, 13). The elements
or symbols of Kazakhness shown during Naitiryz were filtered through this Soviet system. In
other words, the Soviet system created its own version of “Kazakhness” that looked traditional
but was actually standardized and staged. This explains why yurts were built in city squares.
Women wore national dresses and kimesheks, while men wore Soviet-style suits. These were

signs of Kazakh culture, but they were adjusted to fit Soviet ideas of modernity. Hirsch also
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writes that the Soviet Union believed in “state-sponsored evolutionism” - the idea that each
nationality should go through certain historical stages, guided by the state (Hirsch 2005, 8). In
this way of thinking, Natiryz could only return as a public holiday if it supported the goals of
socialism. So the national form of Naliryz was not about reviving the past. It was about
reworking tradition to match the Soviet system. That’s why we can’t understand the revival of

Natryz in 1988 without looking at the political and cultural structures of the USSR.

Figures 12-13. Where Soviet Modernity Met Traditions: Scene from the

Naiiryz Celebration in Shauildir, South Kazakhstan.
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Chapter 3. National in Content, Socialist in Form
The previous chapter discussed how Naiiryz began to be celebrated on a mass scale in the
late 1980s, following the format of other Soviet holidays. But Natiryz was not like the others.
Unlike holidays such as May 1st or November 7th that were carefully designed to promote
Soviet achievements and ideological values, Natiryz did not highlight an important date in Soviet
history or fully align with its ideology. The intelligentsia, organizers, and journalists worked hard
to reframe Naiiryz as a holiday of agrarian labor, a celebration of friendship among nations, and
even a platform for ecological awareness. However, these efforts were superimposed on a
holiday that had its own distinct cultural and historical roots. These ideas, though heavily
promoted during the revival, were never fundamental to the way Natryz was celebrated, as its
true significance lay elsewhere. In reality, Kazakhs were simply happy to bring back their
forgotten traditions. People from other nationalities living in Kazakhstan didn’t pay much
attention to Natiryz until March 22nd was made an official holiday and day off. Over time, the
ideas of friendship, harmony, and labor that were added during the Soviet era slowly
disappeared. Today, we rarely hear about those Soviet attempts to reshape Naiiryz - they have

almost completely faded away.

The revival of Natiryz happened during perestroika or/and glasnost’, a time when the
Soviet Union was going through important political reforms. These reforms allowed more
freedom for cultural expression and gave room for discussions about national identity. In the
book Central Asia: A New History from the Imperial Conquests to the Present, Adeeb Khalid
devotes a chapter to the idea ““socialist in form, national in content”. According to Khalid, there
was always a room for nations and their own traits in the Soviet Union, but how big this room

was and what subjects exactly could be discussed - depended on the administration. “Not all
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aspects of heritage were worthy of celebration — feudal, religious, or other retrograde features of
the past were to be condemned but each nation also had popular (hence progressive) elements
that could be celebrated. What was progressive and what not was open to a surprisingly
expansive debate”(Khalid 2021, 334). The author’s point can be used in understanding and
explaining the ban of Natiryz Holiday, since it was considered as a Persian Holiday
(Persian=Muslim) and it was celebrated by a group of people (Central Asians) who were
supposed to be Muslims. However, Khalid’s point about progressive elements that could be
celebrated is the thing that can explain the revival of Natiryz Holiday. The Kazakh intellectuals
of late 1980s were able to prove the progressiveness of Naiiryz to the government by defining it
as a holiday of agrarian labor, holiday of the nations’ friendship, holiday that leads to
international upbringing, holiday that reminds of the nature and pushes people to go to
subbotniks and the long list of framings that would make Natiryz holiday fit Soviet ideas.
Talking about the role of intellectuals, Adeeb Khalid says “Yet within these constraints, Soviet
Central Asian intellectuals had considerable scope for cultivating national culture and celebrating
the nation,” which perfectly describes how the poet Mukhtar Shakhanov, the former minister of
the culture of the KazSSR Ozbikili Zhanabilov and other members of the writers’ union

collaborated to make Natiryz great and Kazakh again.

In the book Ozbekali and the Cultural Front, Ozbékali Zhinibekov, former minsiter of
the culture of KazSSR is portrayed as a mastermind behind the initiative of Naiiryz’s revival,
suggesting that it was his position as Minister of Culture that made Naiiryz’s return possible. The
book presents a strategic approach to its revival — “The day Ozbikilt took the reins of power, he
immediately used it to serve national interests. One of his key initiatives was the operation to

revive Naiiryz. For this, the proposal had to come from the grassroots, not from above. Ozbikélt
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orchestrated a flood of discussions about Naiiryz, putting forward statements on behalf of
well-known figures™’(Kerimbai and Nabi 2023, 235). The argument that Nafiryz was revived
through grassroots support is compelling, as we know that poet and activist Mukhtar Shakhanov
raised the topic in the media, prompting newspapers to engage with readers who supported its
revival. However, the book simplifies the process by presenting Ozbekali’s ministerial position
as the main determinant of Naiiryz’s return, overlooking the broader cultural and political context

of the late Soviet period, when national sentiments were increasingly voiced across the USSR.

The book also addresses how the 1988 Naiiryz celebrations differed from historical
practices. It argues that, unlike in the pre-Soviet period, when Kazakhs lived within their own
cultural framework, the Soviet-era population required a more performative approach to cultural
events “A nomadic people lived within their own culture, so there was no need for a show-like
format such as organizing exhibitions or wearing national costumes”**(Kerimbai and Nabi 2023,
239). This observation is particularly insightful due to the fact that it shows that the whole idea
of the exhibitions, fairs of national food and the show programs were not just something
performative, as it was assumed by me in the previous chapter, but was a necessity, since by
1988, Kazakhs had become an urbanized, Sovietized society, disconnected from many aspects of
their cultural heritage. The book acknowledges this, stating “But during the Soviet era, after
becoming a sedentary people, they grew distant from their own culture. Many forgot it. Natiryz
became the only opportunity to reconnect with their heritage”*(Kerimbai and Nabi 2023, 239).

This suggests that the inclusion of yurts, jewelry exhibitions, carpet displays, food fairs, and

37 “Buutik Ti3riHi KOJIbIHA TUTeH KYHi-aK ©30eKa1i OHbI yIT Myuiecine TniMai naitnanannst. Conbiy 6ipi — Haypbiszsl KaiTapy oneparmscel. Ol YIIiH YCHIHBIC
JKOFapblJIaH eMeC, TOMCHHEH TYCy KepeK. ©30eKalii TaHbIMall TYJIFalap/blH aTbiHaH HaypbI3 Typalbl OHriMeHi Kapia 60parThl.”

38 “Keuwmeni XajblK 03 MOJCHHETIHE OMIp CYPIIl KaTKACKIH KOPME YHBIMAACTBIPY, YITTBIK KHIM KHIO CHSKTBI IOy (popMaThl KaxkeT Goamabl.”

39 “An CCCP xe3iHze OTBIPBIKIIBI XaJIbIKKa alHAJIFAaH COH 63 MOJICHHETiHeH anmakTaabl. Kebici yMBIThIN Kasiibl. MoIeHHETIICH TyTacTay TaHbICY MYMKIH/IT

HaypbI3/la FaHa Ty/bl.”
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sports competitions in modern Naiiryz celebrations was primarily aimed at reintroducing cultural
traditions to urban Kazakhs. In an earlier chapter, I discussed how incorporating traditional
sports into Naiiryz helped attract more participants while simultaneously reviving village-based
games that had fallen into obscurity. Perhaps the broader purpose of the revived Natiryz was to
reintroduce Kazakh identity and cultural heritage to those who had forgotten or never fully
known it.

There are theories that suggest OzbikilT Zhinibekov was the key figure behind the
revival of Natryz and that he worked closely with the Writers” Union to make it happen. In the
previous chapters, [ have already shown how the Writers” Union and Naiiryz celebrations were
deeply connected: the initial proposal came from Shakhanov, and the group that supported him
publicly also included many members of the Writers’ Union. The celebration scripts were written
by poets and writers, and during the events, there were special corners where books by Kazakh
authors were sold. But there is one more aspect that needs to be discussed: the role of poetry and
literature in nationalizing Naiiryz and making it part of Kazakh national identity. The sociologist
Diana Kudaibergen, in her book Rewriting the Nation in Modern Kazakh Literature, devotes a
chapter to the post-Jeltogsan period and describes how the literary community of the 1980s
became the intellectual leaders of the nationalist movement, continuing the work of earlier
writers like Yessenberlin and Auezov (Kudaibergenova 2017). Building on this idea, the next
few paragraphs explore how Naiiryz was framed within that literary-nationalist effort — through
the poetry of Mugagali Maqataev and Mukhtar Shakhanov, and through the media’s
republication of works by early Soviet-era poets like Beyimbet Maylin and Shakarim
Kudaiberdiuly, as well as writings by Mukhtar Auezov and interviews with ethnographers about

the history of the holiday.
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At the end of the first chapter, I briefly mentioned Muqagalt Maqataev’s poem
Naiiryz-Duman, written in 1973 and presented its translation. Since the poem appeared more
than a decade before the official revival of the holiday, I was curious whether anyone had studied
it in this context. There are no academic articles that analyze Makatayev’s poem in this context,
but the topic has been noted in journalism. In 2017, the periodical Jetisu (7-su.kz) published an
article titled Nauryzdy angsagan agyn (The Poet who Missed the Natryz), written by Quanysh
Tungatar, who is now the chief-editor of Alatau arayi newspaper. In his poems, Muqagali
Magataev switches between referring to Natiryz as a month and as a celebration. In lines like
“HaypsI3 aitel TyFanna | Toit 6omymsl eni 6y manga” (When the month of Naiiryz arrived |There
would be celebration in this place), he clearly uses “Haypsi3” to mean the Kazakh name for
March. This is notable on its own, as Tungatar points out, by the 1970s most writers used the
Russian month names, and “Naiiryz” as a time marker had nearly disappeared from Kazakh
literary language. Yet Makatayev brings it back (Tungatar 2017). In other moments, he shifts
from the calendar month to the festive moment itself, writing “Haypsb13, Haypsi3 kyHi uri, | KyHi

"7

uri xxepaiy Typi uri!” (Naiiryz, a kind and blessed day | A day when even the land looks kind).
This line no longer describes a date, it captures the atmosphere of the celebration, the joy and
movement of the people. Later, he writes about Haypsi3 Toiisr (the Natiryz celebration),
describing scenes of hospitality, nature waking up, and even mentioning his own birthday. He
folds his personal story into a larger cultural moment, using the imagery of Natiryz to express a
deep sense of nostalgia. These shifts in Makatayev’s language, moving between references to the

month and the celebration evoke a longing for something that had already begun to disappear. By

the 1970s, Naiiryz was no longer publicly marked, and few poets wrote about it. In this context,
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Makatayev’s verses feel like a personal attempt to hold onto fragments of the past, using poetry
to remember a holiday that no longer had a place in the official calendar.

Tungatar also points out that Muqagali Makatayev was talking about the whole country in
this poem, not just his village or Almaty — he uses the word “bul manda” to generalize the
location without mentioning the name of the place, however, in the last verse of the poem he says
“ken zher”, which shows that it is about the whole country because the word ken translated as
grand or vast to english to describe the size of the kazakh lands and huge steppe (Tungatar 2017).

Another key element of the poem is the repeated use of the auxiliary verb "edi" (emni),
which marks the past tense. This is important because it frames Naiiryz not as a living tradition,
but as something lost, something that used to happen but no longer does. The phrase “Toit
6omymbl eni Oysr manaa” (There used to be celebrations around here) sets the tone for the entire
poem, creating a sense of nostalgia and absence. Makatayev describes a communal rhythm of
celebration: families visiting one another, hospitality being exchanged, and blessings shared. In
lines like “IIlaxpipbin 6ip yit 6ip yitai, | [llarranymsr exi 6ip uri” (One household would invite
another | and they would all rejoice together), the poem evokes not just an individual longing, but
a memory of social cohesion and collective joy.

The idea of arman (dream, longing) plays a central role. In the line “Kepmerennep ne
apmanna, | Apmanaa onbl kepres ae” (Those who never saw it dream of it, | and even those who
did are still dreaming), the word operates on two levels. For those who never experienced
Naiiryz, it represents a lost cultural moment that lives only in imagination. For those who once
celebrated it, apman expresses the pain of separation from a once-familiar joy. Through this
double meaning, the poem blurs the line between memory and desire between the past that is

mourned and the future that is hoped for. Written in 1973, when Naiiryz was not publicly
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celebrated, the poem captures the emotional weight of cultural silence. It reflects how the
memory of Naiiryz, even if fragmented or reconstructed, continued to carry meaning, if only as a
dream shared across generations.

This sense of longing didn’t disappear after Makatayev’s death. In 1988, when Naiiryz
was officially revived, his words found new life in the form of the song Naiiryz Duman.
Kazakh-Soviet singer Roza Rymbayeva, working with composer Talgat Sarybayev, used lines
from Naiiryz ayi tuganda to create a song that is now inseparable from Naiiryz celebrations in
Kazakhstan. What’s cool about “Naiiryz Duman” is the contrast between lyrics and melody.
When read as a poem, the words are deeply nostalgic, even mournful because Makatayev doesn’t
even know that Natiryz could return one day and simply remembers it without hope of revival.
But when set to music, the same words become part of a joyful, energetic anthem, celebrating
Naiiryz as something alive. I interviewed Roza Rymbayeva in March 2025 and asked about the
process of creating the song — “When we were told that Naiiryz would be celebrated, I decided
we needed a song that would demonstrate the mood of the festival. We had never celebrated it
before and knew nothing about it. I found a poem by Makatayev and asked Talgat Sarybayev to
compose the melody. This song is already almost 40 years old.”* Her words highlight the
uncertainty and unfamiliarity that surrounded the revival of Natiryz in 1988. Even someone as
prominent as Rymbayeva admits that “we knew nothing about it.” This shows how disconnected
urban Soviet Kazakhs were from the holiday, and how the revival often relied on imagination
and artistic intuition rather than inherited knowledge. In this context, Makatayev’s nostalgic

lines, originally written in mourning for a lost tradition were repurposed to fill an emotional and

40 “Korma Ham cooOmuim, 4To OyzneT npasrHoBaThcs HayphIs, st pemmiia, 4To HaM Hy’KHA II€CHI, KOTopasi Oy/IeT Iepe/iaBaTh HaCTPOCHHUE MPa3IHuKa. MBI ke He

IPa3HOBAJIM €TI0 HUKOIAa U HUYero He 3Haiu. 5 Haiuia ctuxotBopeHrne MakaraeBa 1 3aka3aia Menoauto y Tanrara Capsibaesa. Jtoit neche yxe 40 net Oyaer.
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symbolic gap. The result is a song that transforms private longing into a shared celebration,
helping to shape how Naiiryz would be remembered and performed for a new generation.

If Makatayev’s poem was written before the revival, there were also poems written after
1988 and one of the most important was by Mukhtar Shakhanov. In the second chapter, we
looked at his letter and interview where he framed Naiiryz as an ecological campaign and a
holiday of international education. But his tone shifts in his poem “Naiiryzga Oda” or “Alpys
Eki Zhyldan Son”” — not only does his language become more national in tone, but so do his
ideas. Here, Shakhanov no longer presents Naiiryz as just a tradition worth reviving, instead, he
personifies it, speaking as if he has been separated from a beloved one for 62 years and has been
longing for their reunion. I have put the diy-translation of the poem in the table, and will present

the analysis in the next page.

Kanrma raceip coH OepreH qanaMbi3ra For centuries, you graced our steppe with beauty,
Ogsrere 6ip oHi eniH OaliTak emmiH, A special song of our vast land,

Canem, Haypsiz! Greetings, Nalryz!

Cen 0i31iH apambI3Fa After sixty-two years, you have returned to us
AJTIBIC €Ki JKBUTIaH COH KaiTa KeJIiH. once again.

CeH eH KeHE XbIPBICHIH CaHAMBI3/IbIH, You are the oldest song of our memory,

Pyxu mIaTTBIFBIMCBIH TaChIN TOJIFaH. A spiritual joy overflowing within us.

Cemni Totinar, 6abacel 6a0aMBI3IBIH Celebrating you, our grandfather’s grandfather fell
OXKEMHIH 9KECIHE FallIbIK OOJIFaH. in love with our grandmother’s grandmother.
Cen OyriH apHACBICBIH Japa KYHiH, Today, you are the pure melody’s stream,

Can meinaiy TopiHeH Ky TMICHCIH. Smiling from the heart of boundless goodwill.
Cen meHiH yiibl 6abam Papabuain You are like the long-delayed echo

Kemririn enre >xeTKeH YHiHACHCIH. Of my great ancestor, Farabi.

BaceiHan! KOTEP, KaHe, KYH KaKTaFraH, Lift your head, sun-scorched and bright,

CeHn eHpi Oacka aiikaiira OypbUIMaiChIH. No longer will you turn to another’s shout.
TBIMBIPCBIK, THUICHIM KbUIJAP THIHAATIIAFaH Silenced by the heavy, hidden years,

Cen 0i3re 1IokopiMHIH XBIPBIHAANCHIH. You return to us like Shakarim’s poetry.
Faceipap! kekTen oTim cyHKap ce3im, Soaring through centuries, a falcon’s feeling,
Hemepem Tik keTepin yaKbIT TyblIH, My grandchild raising high the banner of time,
Fawbirbina apHaran iHKOp co3iH If they confess their love with heartfelt words
O3iHHIH TOlBIHAA aiiTca - OAKbITTHIMBIH! At your toi—then I am truly happy!
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In this poem, the poet makes Naiiryz feel personal by connecting it to his family’s history.
He talks about how his ancestors celebrated it and even links it to a love story — how his
great-grandmother fell in love during the holiday — “Ceni Toiinan, 6abacsl 6abamMbI3IbIH |
OxeMHiH dxkeciHe Famblk Oonran” (Celebrating you, our ancestors before us | Saw my
grandmother’s grandmother fall in love). This makes Natiryz more than just a tradition and
positions it as something emotional, tied to love, family, and memories. At the end of the poem,
Shakhanov imagines his grandchildren also celebrating Naiiryz and falling in love, showing that
the holiday is not just about the past but also about the future. By tracing Naiiryz through
multiple generations past (his ancestors), present (himself) and future (his imagined
grandchildren) — Shakhanov is doing what Benedict Anderson describes in Imagined
Communities: using history to create a continuous, timeless sense of national identity. Anderson
argues that nationalism dissolves time, making past generations feel like contemporaries of the
present (Anderson 2006). Shakhanov does exactly this by showing how his ancestors celebrated
Naiiryz in the same way that his grandchildren will, implying that the tradition has always been
there and will always continue. In offering Naiiryz as the setting where a new love story begins,
he is not only celebrating the past but also imagining the future of the nation, reinforcing the idea
that Natiryz is central to Kazakh identity.

The idea of continuity affects the way how the contemporary Kazakhstani media presents
Naiiryz as something continuous and never disrupted, and how contemporary kazakhstani
citizens take Natiryz holiday for granted even though there was a 62 year gap in celebrations.
This observation was discussed in the book Steppe Dreams of Margarethe Adams. She says that
Kazakhstani media frame Naiiryz as a continuous tradition, presenting it as an unbroken line

from the past. However, this narrative of continuity deliberately ignored the colonial and Soviet
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influences that shaped Naiiryz’s revival. By reimagining the holiday as something that had
always existed, the Soviet authorities and Kazakh media sought to create a sense of cultural
stability, even though the holiday had been suppressed for decades (Adams 2020, 99). This
process of reimagination aligned the holiday with Soviet values while maintaining the illusion of
an uninterrupted tradition.

Also, the poem has a strong message about national identity and the past attempts to erase
Naiiryz. The line “TeIMBIPCHIK, THIIICHIM XbUTAp ThIHAaTHaraH | Cen 6i3re LllokopiMHIH
XKBIpBIHAANCHIH compares Naiiryz to Shakarim’s poetry, which was banned during the Soviet
era. By calling those years silent and mysterious, the poet refers to the time when national
traditions and important Kazakh figures were hidden or forbidden. This comparison is especially
significant given the historical moment in which Shakhanov was writing — 1988 was not only the
year of Natiryz’s official revival but also the year Shakarim Kudaiberdiuly was rehabilitated.
That year, his poetry collections were published by Zhazushy and Zhalyn, his songs were
released by Oner, and his 130th anniversary was celebrated in Abai District. In the following
decade, streets, schools, and a university in Semey were named after him. Just like Naiiryz,
Shakarim and his legacy were returning to the Kazakh people after decades of suppression. By
drawing this parallel, Shakhanov connects the revival of Naiiryz to a broader process of national
and cultural restoration, reinforcing the idea that the late 1980s marked a turning point in
reclaiming Kazakh identity.

In Rewriting the Nation in Modern Kazakh Literature, Diana Kudaibergen describes
Mukhtar Shakhanov as a “polemic figure” and one of the most visible actors in the Kazakh
national-patriotic movement of the 1980s (Kudaibergenova 2017, 175). His active public

presence, along with his literary work, positioned him as a key figure in the cultural revival of
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that period. However, Kudaibergen’s book also makes a broader point about literature itself.
Relying on theorists like Terry Eagleton, who argued that “literary text produces ideology,” and
Berger, who claimed that literature helps shape national myths and identity boundaries, she
shows how literary texts became tools for reimagining the nation. Referring to Bakhtin, she
writes that literature can “transcend historical fact in an artistic way” and contribute to
constructing a “national heroic past” (Kudaibergenova 2017, xxii). This helps explain why
literature became such an important space for nationalizing Natryz. By the late 1980s, literature
had already proven itself as a format capable of subtly introducing national ideas and historical
reimaginings. Yessenberlin’s Koshpendiler trilogy offered readers a sweeping, accessible version
of Kazakh history and was widely read across the USSR. Writers like Mukhtar Magauin
emphasized oral traditions and pre-Russian heritage, while Olzhas Suleimenov’s Az i Ya
challenged dominant narratives by locating Turkic meanings in Slavic texts. These works laid the
groundwork for a generation of readers to see themselves as part of a deeper cultural past,
separate from the Soviet historical framework. Against this background, the use of poetry and
literary references to frame Natiryz not as a Soviet holiday but as a reclaimed national tradition
makes sense, it was a medium that had already been doing similar work.

This literary reimagining of Naiiryz did not remain limited to books and poetry. The
nationalization of the holiday extended into the media, where newspapers and journals began to
republish historical texts as a way of reinforcing cultural continuity. Just as writers turned to the
past to express national identity, journalists and editors used the voices of earlier Kazakh thinkers
to frame Natiryz as a tradition that had endured despite its official absence. The media actively
worked to reconnect the holiday to the past, by citing the works of early Soviet-era Kazakh

intellectuals and even pre-Soviet figures to emphasize that Naiiryz was deeply rooted in Kazakh
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culture and history. By referencing Mukhtar Auezov, Beyimbet Maylin, and Shakarim
Kudaiberdiuly, they framed Naiiryz as a long-standing tradition that had been temporarily
forgotten rather than erased.

In 1989, Sotsialistik Qazagstan republished Beyimbet Maylin’s poem about Natiryz, but
notably, it did not include his surname, possibly because he had not used it in the original
publication. The newspaper featured his work alongside other materials on Naiiryz, reinforcing
the idea that the holiday was a long-standing tradition. Maylin’s poem could be openly
republished because he had been rehabilitated in 1957, and his legacy aligned with the Soviet
narrative — he was known for writing about the lives of the poor and working-class people,
making him a more acceptable figure. This selective approach becomes even clearer when
looking at other early Soviet-era intellectuals who wrote about Natryz. For example, Qazaq
newspaper published articles and compositions on the holiday by figures like Ahmet
Baitursyniily, but these were not reprinted in Sotsialistik Qazagstan in 1989. Unlike Maylin,
Baitursyntly had only been rehabilitated in 1988, and his legacy was more politically sensitive.
The same applies to Shakarim Kudaiberdiuly, whose works on Naiiryz also remained absent
from major Soviet newspapers at the time.

Maylin’s poem appeared under the heading “Haypsiznan Haypeizra” (From Natiryz to
Naiiryz), which I see as an attempt to build a connection between the past and the present.
Originally written in 1926, the poem centers on the struggles of poor people, portraying Natiryz
not as a lavish celebration, but as a moment of hardship and resilience. At the beginning of the
poem Maylin describes the transition from winter to summer and how people react to it. In the

poem, Ulzhan speaks to her child:

Kok 11661 MIBIFBII KENKIIACTI, The green grass will sprout and sway,
Epren-ak aynue kymimaep, Tomorrow the world will smile,
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Kynimaep nyHue oitHapChIH, The world will smile and play,
KypeH Taiibig at 601511, Your chestnut foal will grow into a horse,
boiirere KoccaH kenepciH, If you enter it into a race, it will return
KypTTran xeke TaK OOJbII. victorious,

You will come in first, ahead of others.

These lines show how spring and summer were valued for their importance to livestock
and hint at the tradition of baige (horse racing), tying Natiryz to the nomadic calendar. Later we
see the lines “Haypb13as! Tolimap He Ky 6ap | Coliras »oKnbi3 coFbiMabl” (How can we
celebrate Naiiryz | When we haven’t even feasted on winter’s bounty) that express the difficulty
of celebrating Natiryz when basic necessities are lacking. The reference to corbm (winter’s
preserved meat) suggests that even the most essential food supplies have run out, making the
idea of a festive meal impossible. The poem continues this theme of scarcity with “AfTnaknist
ke, HaypbI3Fra | ACThIH 0a, kexe eTiHmi? | Ackanmaii 6onnbiM Oipiene, Kek aTThiH canbii
mekecin” (By the way, grandma, for Natiryz, | Have you cooked your special soup yet? | I think I
managed to make something, | By tossing in a bit of the old blue horse’s head). People rarely
cook the head of the horse separately. Especially for naiiryz kézhe. Maylin’s characters do this
because they do not have other types of meat. The imagery of making naiiryz kozhe with
whatever scraps are available contrasts sharply with the modern, idealized image of Naiiryz as a
time of abundance and community feasting.

Maylin’s decision to focus on poverty rather than festivity aligns with his broader literary
themes, which often depicted the harsh realities of rural Kazakh life. It also explains why his
poem was more acceptable for republication in Sotsialistik Qazagstan in 1989. His portrayal of
class struggle and economic hardship resonated with Soviet ideological narratives, making him a

safer figure to include in the revival of Naiiryz than other early Soviet-era Kazakh intellectuals.
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On the same page of Sotsialistik Qazagstan for the March 1989 issue, a collection of
Mukhtar Auezov’s thoughts was published and it included the citations from his 20-volume
collected works, specifically the 16th book. When comparing the excerpts in the newspaper to
the full text, it becomes clear that certain parts were either omitted or reworded, reflecting how
the Soviet press selectively presented historical narratives about Natiryz. One key passage that
remained in the article states: “Natryz is a professional holiday for people engaged in pastoral
livestock farming”™*!(Sotsialisttk Qazaqstan 1989, 3). Auezov does not elaborate on why he
frames Naiiryz specifically as a pastoralist holiday rather than a broader agrarian festival, despite
the fact that sedentary agricultural societies such as Uzbeks, Tajiks, and Azerbaijanis also
celebrated Naiiryz. He also does not acknowledge the significance of seasonal change for
farmers, for whom the arrival of spring was just as crucial as it was for nomadic herders.

Auezov further describes how people in the past welcomed the transition from winter to
summer: “It is believed that when winter departs and the weather improves, the divine Tengri
brings abundance and prosperity to the people”*(1989, 3). When comparing what was published
in Sotsialistik Qazagstan with the original sources, two notable points stand out.

Among the poems published in the newspaper was one by Shakarim Kudaiberdiuly,
though his name was not mentioned — neither in Sotsialistik Qazagstan nor in the book where the
poem originally appeared. This omission was likely because Shakarim was not rehabilitated until
1988, making his association with Naiiryz potentially sensitive at the time. Shakarim’s poem
outlines the different roles people played during Naiiryz the bay (wealthy man), elder women,
young women, and boys and includes the lines: “¥npicTbIH Y161 KYHIHAE. .. | Kyo1 KyThITap

KypbikTaH, | KyH KyTbutap ceipbiktan (On the great day of the nation... | The slave is freed from

41 “HaypsbI3 — 6aKTaIIbUIBIK KOCiOIMEH aifHAJIBICATHIH €NIiH KOCINTIK Meipambl

42 “KpIc KeTin, KyH IIbIpaifbl Ty3eIreH Ke3/ie ToHipiei Kyaaii e Tipiigirine KeHIITIK 9KeJIi Jen ecenTenesi
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chains, | The servant is freed from the rod)”. This suggests that Naiiryz symbolized the liberation
of slaves, a concept that is rarely emphasized in modern discussions of the holiday. In his full
text, Auezov writes: “Natiryz was considered the most respected and greatest holiday among
nomadic Turks”*(Auezov 1985, 39). However, this statement was cut from the newspaper
article, which reflects broader Soviet editorial practices. There are two likely reasons for this
omission. First, Soviet authorities discouraged any framing of Natryz as a distinctly Turkic
holiday because, by the late 1980s, it was being promoted as a universal, internationalist
celebration rather than an expression of Kazakh or Turkic nationalism. Second, Auezov’s
connection between Natiryz and Tengriism, referring to it as “yeski din”’ (the old religion) was
also likely removed because Soviet ideology rejected religious associations with cultural
traditions, whether they were pre-Islamic or Islamic. To reach these conclusions, I compared the
1989 Sotsialistik Qazagstan article with Auezov’s full writings in his 20-volume collected works,
as well as historical context on Soviet press censorship and ideological framing of Naiiryz. By
analyzing what was included and what was left out, we can see that the Soviet revival of Natryz
was not a straightforward return to tradition, but a carefully controlled process where certain
historical elements were emphasized while others were erased or rewritten to align with
ideological goals.

Additionally, the 20-volume collection of Auezov includes three of his early works:
History of Kazakh Literature, Zhetkinshek, and Noviy Aul. The Noviy Aul textbook for Kazakh
kids who want to learn Russian, first published in 1929 and republished in 1985, does not
mention Naiiryz. Instead, it focuses on other holidays such as March 8 (International Women’s
Day), March 19 (Day of the Paris Commune), and May 1 (Day of the Proletariat). The book

emphasizes preparation for labor and collective participation, reflecting Soviet priorities. This

43 “HaypbI3 Kelmei TYpikTep apachiHaa eH KaIipii, eH YIbl MeiipaMm OoJbIn caHaran”
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contrast between Auezov’s writings on Naiiryz in History of Kazakh Literature and the complete
absence of the holiday in Noviy Aul reveals how Soviet ideology influenced what holidays were
promoted and which were sidelined.

By reintroducing voices like Auezov and Shakarim (even if partially and carefully), the
media helped reconnect Naiiryz to a specifically Kazakh literary and cultural lineage. The
presence of these authors in official newspapers gave weight to the idea that Naiiryz had deep
roots in Kazakh history, and that its revival was not an invention, but a return. Even when names
were omitted or texts were edited, their inclusion marked an important shift: Naiiryz was no
longer just a seasonal or socialist celebration, it was increasingly framed as a national tradition
with historical continuity, literary value, and cultural depth. This process of republishing was one
of the subtle but powerful tools used by Kazakh intellectuals and editors to make Naiiryz feel
authentically Kazakh again.

The last clearest example of the ideological shift from a Soviet to a national framing of
Naiiryz can be seen in the comparison between two informative booklets published before and
after independence. In the National Library of Almaty, I found two Natiryz guides: the first
published in 1990 during the Kazakh SSR, and the second in 1993, in independent Kazakhstan.
The difference can be seen in the introductory pages. The 1990 booklet opens with the line “The
socialist society is undergoing a period of perestroika, with revolutionary renewal in all aspects
of life”*(Omarov 1990, 3). Later, the text emphasizes the role of the Communist Party in
reviving Natiryz — “The new leadership of the Communist Party of Kazakhstan decided to restore
Naiiryz, which had been abolished in the 1920s”*(4). The celebration is framed within Soviet

logic of internationalism, illustrated by a poem that calls different ethnic groups to unite:

44 “CormanicTik KOFaM KaiTa Kypy Ke3eHiH 0acTaH Kewipil, azaMaap eMipiHiH OYKiI KbIPbI PEBOIOLSIIBIK JKaHapy yCTiHae”

45 “Kaszakcran Komnaprusicet Opransik KomuteriHiH jkana 6aciubuibiFbl 20-Kbu1iapaa xoiibuiran ‘HaypbI3apl” KaamblHa KeNTipy KaxKeT Jer TanTbl”
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HaypbI3 Tolira kMHaIAbIH You have gathered for Naiiryz,

Kaszak, opbIc, KbIpFBI3bIM, Kazakh, Russian, my Kyrgyz,

O30¢eK, TOKIK KYIIBI3BIM, Uzbek, Tajik, my stars,

YUrbIp, TaTap, 4YCUCH JIe, Uyghur, Tatar, even Chechen

butern xyp oHI YJI-KbI3bIM My sons and daughters dance to the song

The inclusion of various ethnic groups aligns with the ideal of Soviet people where national
differences were acknowledged but subsumed under a shared socialist identity. The image of all
these nations dancing together at the Natiryz celebration promotes the idea of collective
celebration, not of a Kazakh holiday, but of a universal socialist spring festival. This portrayal
transforms Naiiryz from a specifically Kazakh or Turkic tradition into a multiethnic Soviet
spectacle, in which the holiday functions as a tool for reinforcing unity, rather than cultural
specificity. Lastly, the closing lines of the book reinforce this framing by describing Naiiryz as
part of the broader Soviet cultural education system: “Within the system of communist education
for the working people...”*® (Omarov 1990, 30).

In contrast, the 1993 booklet marks a decisive turn. Authored by Arasanbai Yestenov and
published with the support of the Ministry of Media of the Republic of Kazakhstan, it contains
no references to perestroika, socialism, or international solidarity. Instead, it opens with a
critique of the performative, standardized format of post-1988 celebrations: “No matter which
celebration you attend these days, it’s always the same scene... Officials just divide the rituals
between villages and seem pleased with themselves™(Yestenov 1993, 3). Yestenov criticizes the
artificial mixing of unrelated traditions under the label of Naiiryz “If we want to stop this

confusion, let’s celebrate Naiiryz by its own name and essence”™*® (3).

46 “Enbexutinep KOMMYHHCTIK TOpOHe Gepy KypasbIHbIH KOMILIEKCIHTE...”
47 “Kaii Mepeke, Kaii ToifFa OapMaHbI3, Ka3ipri kepeTiHiH 0ip cyper, 6ip kepiHic... On paciMzaepai op ayburra 6ein GepreH 6acuibiiap Mo3-Malipam”™

48 “Bipai Gipre maTbICTBIPBII, OBUILIKTBIPMaii 0TKi3eTiH 6oscak, Haypbi3 TOibIH 03 aThIMEH, 03 3aThIMEH JYPHICTAI OTKi3eiiK”
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The 62-page booklet includes not only festive scripts but also practical cultural content:
recipes for naiiryz kdzhe, explanations of rituals like gift-giving and love confessions, a list of
national games, sections on the 7 treasures of kazakhs, 10 ata(generations), the Kazakh khanate,
and the names of the years in kazakh. This shift from ideological to ethnographic and cultural
framing illustrates how, by 1993, Naiiryz was no longer treated as a Soviet holiday infused with
political meaning, but as a national tradition embedded in Kazakh history, practice, and identity.

The transformation of Naiiryz from a Soviet-era revival project to a deeply nationalized
tradition took place within a remarkably short span of 3-5 years. Between 1988 and 1993, the
holiday shifted from being framed as a socialist celebration of labor, unity, and ecology to a
culturally rich and nationally meaningful event centered on Kazakh customs, symbols, and
history. This shift is visible in poetry, media, public rituals, and even in official publications from
the 1990 booklet that opened with references to the Communist Party and perestroika to the 1993
edition that rejected ideological language altogether in favor of traditional knowledge, rituals,
and practices.

This evolution did not stop with independence. In 2001, Naiiryz was officially recognized
as a public holiday, and in 2005, a government decree extended the celebration to three days.
Most recently, in 2024, the Kazakhstani government announced that Naiiryz would be celebrated
over ten days, from March 14 to 23, under the name Naiiryznama. Each day now carries a
different thematic focus — Day of the Dombyra, Day of National Dress, Day of Kindness, and
others, highlighting the ongoing process of reimagining and institutionalizing the holiday. It is
also crucial to note that the term Naiiryznama is not a recent invention. It appeared in the
writings of Kopeev, who described how he once celebrated Naiiryz over ten days in Bukhara.

Whether the modern revival of Naiiryznama represents a genuine return to historical roots or a



67

selective reimagining of the past, it is difficult to say with certainty. What is clear, however, is
that Natiryz is a living tradition that keeps changing. It continues to be reshaped by new political
realities, public expectations, and shifting ideas about what it means to be Kazakh. What started
as a careful and controlled return under Soviet rules has now become flexible. Today, Natiryz
reflects Kazakhstan’s ongoing search for how to celebrate its culture in its own way. This
growing emphasis on locally grounded and culturally specific celebrations mirrors what Beyer
and Finke describe as “practices of traditionalization,” where tradition is not simply imposed
from above but negotiated and reshaped by various actors (Beyer and Finke 2019). In this sense,
Naiiryz celebrations after the 1990s involved not just official narratives, but also a broader public
engagement with national identity.
Conclusion

This thesis set out to investigate how the Natryz holiday was revived in Soviet
Kazakhstan between 1988 and the early 1990s. Initially, the research was guided by several
assumptions: that Natiryz had been officially banned for decades, that its return in 1988 was a
result of nationalist resistance, and that the revival simply brought back an older, pre-Soviet
tradition. However, closer examination of archival documents, periodicals, and literary texts
revealed a more complex and layered story.

One of the first turning points in the research came with the realization that no official
Soviet decree banning Naiiryz could be found. Instead, the holiday disappeared gradually from
the public sphere through ideological pressure and shifting cultural policies in the 1920s and
1930s. Its revival in the late 1980s was not a grassroots uprising or purely nationalist project, but
a state- and elite-managed process shaped by the ideological framework of late socialism.

Archival documents from ispolkoms, correspondence between ministries, and media content
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from newspapers such as Sotsialistik Qazagstan and Leninshil zhas suggest that the 1988 revival
was carefully curated to fit the logic of “socialist in content and national in form.” The holiday
was reframed around values of labor, international friendship, environmental awareness, and
collective joy—values compatible with the late Soviet political vision.

The methodology of this project combined archival research, media discourse analysis,
and literary content analysis. Early on, the research involved working with documents from the
Presidential Archive of Kazakhstan and conducting media content analysis of five key
newspapers from the spring of 1988 and 1989. These sources helped reconstruct how Natryz
was presented, framed, and gradually transformed in the public sphere. Literary texts—including
poems by Mugagali Magataev and Mukhtar Shakhanov—allowed me to trace how individual
authors used metaphor, memory, and cultural imagery to imagine Naiiryz as part of a broader
project of Kazakh cultural revival.

Among the major findings was the recognition that Naiiryz’s return was not simply a
return to the past, but a process of reinvention shaped by Soviet structures. For example, what
looked like a “traditional” celebration yurts on public squares, performances of folk rituals, and
national sports was actually a carefully staged spectacle following the logic of Soviet public
culture. Drawing on Francine Hirsch’s concept of “cultural technologies of rule,” the thesis
shows how Naiiryz was used as a tool to display an approved version of Kazakh national
identity. Over time, especially by 1993, the ideological framing shifted: socialist values faded,
and national traditions became central. Manuals and booklets about Naiiryz published in the
early 1990s stopped mentioning collectivism or party leadership, and instead emphasized family
rituals, folk games, and Kazakh historical memory. This process is described in the thesis as a

shift toward “national in content, Soviet in form.”
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Limitations. That said, this project inevitably faces some broader limitations. While it
focuses on the late-Soviet revival of Natiryz, the line between revival and reinvention is not
always clear. As theorists like Hobsbawm have noted, “traditions” often gain legitimacy by
appealing to older origins which may themselves be constructed. This creates a challenge in
identifying where authentic memory ends and new cultural meanings begin. This thesis does not
aim to resolve that question definitively, but rather to show how the Natryz of 1988—1990 was
framed and negotiated through a mix of older references and new interpretations. Other
limitations of this thesis include the short time frame under consideration (1988—1993), limited
oral history access (due to the inability to interview Mukhtar Shakhanov), and the focus on
Kazakhstan without broader regional comparisons. Although one interview with Roza
Rymbayeva helped contextualize the cultural impact of Natiryz-themed music, further interviews
could have enriched the discussion. In addition, while the thesis explores poetry, journalism, and
archival sources, it does not fully cover grassroots reception or family-level practices of Naiiryz
across regions.

Further research. In the future this project could expand in several directions. A more
comparative study might explore how Naiiryz was revived or reinvented across other Central
Asian republics such as Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan. It could also track how the
meanings of Naiiryz have changed in the decades since independence, particularly with the 2001
and 2024 state decisions to extend the holiday and label it as “Naiiryznama,” with themed days
like the Day of National Dress or Day of Kindness. Another fruitful avenue would be to study
the Natryz Holiday’s Persian roots and how it became turkic or did it become turkic holiday in

the first place.



70

Concluding everything that was mentioned before, this research shows that Naiiryz is not
a static tradition but a dynamic, living practice one that continues to be reinvented and
repurposed to match the needs of each political era. Its revival in the late 1980s reflects the
entanglement of national identity and Soviet ideology, offering insight not only into how
holidays are revived, but how culture itself is made.
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