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A Glick iz unzer ï mir forn in Frunze  

Mir forn aweg- gleich in Pischkek  
(It is our luck ï we are on our way to Frunze  
Weôve gone away ï directly to Pischkek)  

Yuza Gershtejn  
February 1, 1942  

 

Abstract 

 
This project focuses on the formation of the Soviet Kyrgyz national culture from 

the 1930s to the mid-1970s. It aims to trace the continuity of imperial legacies among 

intellectuals in envisioning a modern nation during the Soviet rule. Further, the research 

will analyze the formation of the Soviet grand narrative for the Kyrgyz nation, in which 

intellectuals served as a bridging element. This ñbridgeò role has implied a constant 

negotiation of individual and national dilemmas. The interaction of Jewish intellectuals 

with the local active elite, following ad hoc migration waves or center-periphery cadre 

politics, will be studied to better understand the actor-based process of the formation of 

Kyrgyz cultural identity. In particular, this study will examine three expanded networks, 

which emerged around the historian and archeologist Alexander Bernshtam (1910-1956), 

the ethnographer Saul Abramzon (1905-1977), and film-makers Yuz (1919-2018) and Iz 

Gershtejn (1923-2003) at different stages of the chosen period.  

Introduction  

The period from the 1930s until the 1970s is essential to my analysis. In the 1930s, 

new academic institutions emerged, and academic disciplines such as archeology and 
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ethnography started to play a more significant role in defining Kyrgyz territory and creating 

Kyrgyz ethnicity. In the years 1926-1950, vital ethnographic expeditions took place under 

the guidance of the Saul Abramzon. Beginning in 1933, pioneering complex archaeological 

expeditions were conducted in the territory of Kyrgyzstan under the guidance of Natan 

Bernshtam. Based on these expeditions, the central curriculum was developed for teaching 

history in the newly established Soviet Kyrgyz Socialist Republic, and during WWII, major 

archaeological and ethnographic exhibitions and expeditions took place. In addition, the 

first documentary filmmakers Yuz and Iz Gershtejn arrived in Frunze in February 1942; 

they created almost from scratch an entire film-industry depicting the newly created 

Kyrgyz culture. These multifaceted projects became possible thanks to the active 

interaction of the local elite with the educated refugees or migrants from Eastern Europe 

who had been funneled to the region during WWII. In the framework of this article, I will 

address the following question: How did documentary filmmakers narrate or represent 

Kyrgyz culture and what was its impact on the intellectual nexus? Based on diaries, 

interviews, and documentary movies, I will try to demonstrate how filmmakers created 

visual narrative and representation of ñinventedò or ñnewò and ñmodernò Soviet Kyrgyz 

culture and identity.  

In Kyrgyzstan, the intellectuals during World War II were composed of migrants, 

refugees, and evacuees; many were Jewish, in addition to the native Kyrgyz intellectuals 

who had recently returned from China. As Peter Gatrell has highlighted, ñrefugees were 

frequently excised from the history of the state they helped to construct. This makes it all 

the more remarkable that refugees affirmed a sense of purposeò (Gatrell 2013, 283). This 
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work will contribute to the positive image of the refugees or immigrants who played an 

important role in creating the Kyrgyz nation.  

This period is particularly decisive for the construction of the Kyrgyz national 

culture. As John Hutchinson claims, ñhistorical scholars and artists, who form academic 

and cultural societies, designed to recover this creative force in all its dimensions, to evoke 

a love of this common heritage and culture in the members of the nation, and thereby 

fashion the future according to the spirit of the pastò (Hutchinson 1992, 103). He further 

emphasizes the roles of artists ñwho dramatized the rediscovered myths and legends, 

projecting them to a wider audienceò (104). In particular, the role of artists in dramatizing 

the main legends and myths can be analyzed well among filmmakers, theater performers, 

painters, singers, dancers, and journalists. The major works of the Gershtejn brothers and 

the majority of the evacuated cultural figures were part of the essential visual cultivation 

of the main ethnic symbols. Therefore, intellectualsðas the producers of this knowledge 

or the symbolical cultivators in developing the Kyrgyz nation and identity via documentary 

movie-making institutionsðbuilt new ñimagesò for promoting modern Kyrgyz traditions 

and are good examples of the ethnosymbolical approaches.  

The rapid modernization process helped to create new cultural infrastructures, 

which employed qualified experts. This was especially case of the Kyrgyz Documentary 

Film Studio. At the peak of WWII in 1943 documentary filmmakers were sent to Frunze 

to build it from scratch. As Yuza later recalls, the invitation was the only concrete evidence 

of the Kyrgyz Documentary Filmmaking Studio, as the rest of the infrastructure existed 

only in their minds. As he recalls based on his notes in his diary from 18 February 1942: 

The next day - the day of disappointment in the diary, it is not reflected, but I 

remember it clearly. On Atbashinskaya street number 27, the address indicated in 
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the telegram did not turn out to be either a studio or a philharmonic society, it was 

an ordinary apartment address where it was not the director of the studio, not its 

editor-in-chief, and not even a security guard well, Ivan Petrovich Kolsanov and his 

family lived hereo, a cameraman at the start bureau of the Tashkent studio as they 

say from the telegrams ... (Yuza Gershtein 2015: 222) Katz is the only chief 

accountant of the mythical studio...This is not even a parody of a studio, but 

something, as they say now virtual ... Exactly the same virtual in a couple of months 

will be my salary. In February, 700 rubles were still a solid amount, and in May a 

loaf of black bread at a flea market already cost 400 rubles, and a bottle of vodka 

was no cheaper than 300 (Yuza Gershtejn 2015: 228).  

 

Documentary Filmmaking as Oral History 

Some of the scholars noted importance of the documentary movies alongside with 

the oral history methods to discover untold stories or events. As Walton emphasizes, there 

is even ñan affinity between the filmic  medium and oral historyò (Walton 2016: 626) 

because of the ñfuzzy boundaries between memory, history and the visual imageò (Walton 

2016: 627). Moreover, she suggests that documentary movies can be treated as ñtalking 

heads.ò According to Walton, this can be a ñvery economical and efficient mode of 

historical knowledge production,ò which ñgives emotional journeyò (Walton 2016: 631). 

Alison Murray Levine further highlights that the main function of documentary 

movies is to demonstrate major ñtransformationsò happening in the social order. In giving 

an example of the French farmersô modernization in the nation-building process and its 

representation via documentary films, Murray Levine states that ñthe idea of 

transformation is specifically emphasized by the narrative structure of the films, many of 

which set up a Manichaean view of the ówrongô and the órightô way to farm, synonymous 

with the old and new ordersò (Murray Levine 2012: 41). 

To better understand how the Gershtejn brothers narrate and represent the Kyrgyz 

culture in the documentary movies, I would like to define their documentary movies. Firstly, 

I seek to employ them as ñethnological movies,ò or as Vanessa Marlog suggests, ñfilm 
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which describes the foreign realities of life (Lebenswirklichkeiten) and makes it accessibleò 

(Marlog 2016: 9). She further clarifies that these movies ñdevelop new strategies of 

narrating,ò which she demonstrates in her examples. As one of the genres in documentary 

filmmaking, this kind of ethnological movie ñdiscuss[es] internal conflicts of the 

protagonistsò (Marlog 2016: 12) and I seek to answer whether these conflicts exist in the 

documentary movies of the Gershtejn brothers. 

Here it will be important to understand how did the filmmakers narrate the identity, 

culture, and nation that was ñin its transformation process from the nomadic traditional to 

the Soviet modern one.ò To analyze these documentary movies, I would like to see how 

the internal conflicts were narrated in juxtaposition of the right and wrong or ñoldò and 

ñnewò as culminating process of the emerging modern society or culture and even nation. 

At the same time, it is important to note, as Murray Levine suggests: 

Rather than suggesting that these categories should be seen in opposition to one 

another, I will argue that there was an effort in the interwar period to dissolve 

dichotomies between nation and region, nation and colony, traditional and modern, 

authentic and progressive. A portrait emerges of these categories as ñfluid 

ideological construction[s],ò constantly in process and given different meanings in 

different contexts. (Murray Levine. 2012: 33) 

 

Before the 1930s, the Soviet documentary movie-making had already acquired 

serious fundamentals and was acknowledged by the international arena, such as the Soviet 

documentary movie-making pioneer Dziga Vertov. In the words of Murray Levine, in his 

approach known as the Cine-Eye (Kino Glaz), Vertov ñexploited the mediumôs visionary 

power to portray the birth of a new societyò (2012: 2) Vertov believed the Cine-Eye would 

influence the actual evolution of man ñfrom a bumbling citizen through the poetry of 

machine to the perfect electric man.ò  Moreover, the Soviet montage tradition by the early 

1930s had influenced both documentary and global filmmaking. Yuza Gershtejn, as the 
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main product of the Soviet film industry education was not an exception and was also 

influenced by the logic of the cine-eye. 

Yuza Gershtejn: Intellectual, Documentary Filmmaker, and Oral Historian 

Yuza Gershtejn had experience documenting the military and front combat 

preparation before coming to Frunze. He has seen the front right at the beginning of the 

WWII and, together with the soldiers, slept in the base under the sound of bombs in his 

hometown in the Ukraine. 

Right in the beginning of the war, there was film groups created in all of the fronts, 

and besides the experienced and not young cameramen, among them joined the 

squad of the young assistants, vkigovtsev (abbrevation for the graduates of the 

famous cinema institute) who were entering the ranks of the cameramen. This 

kind of destiny was awaiting me too, ðdespite the risk and everyday danger, 

everything would go as with others. If there would not be randomness. Muhin 

took me with him for the story about armored trainðhe seemed to take part even 

in the civil war. We took a ride on it, filmed it with effects as much as it is possible 

and showed who and how and what is doing during the combat. We filmed and 

safely returned to the base (Gershtejn 2015: 152). 

 

Bad eyesight disqualified Gershtejn from taking part in the war as a soldier on the 

eve of the occupation of the western part of the Ukraine; instead, he was sent to the Soviet 

Kazakhstan. 

Kuznetsov contacted the Commander-in-Chief, from where a week later a 

telegram came: ñ...Operator Gerstein I.A. for work at the TsOKS studio in Alma-

Ata. Head of the Head of the Committee for Cinematography Vasilchenkoò 

(Gershtejn 2015:152). And then, on that autumn morning of 1941, I could not 

even imagine how many months, how many forces and how many kilometers it 

would take to walk and drive so as not to get to the very TsOKS that was located 

in an unknown for me republic Kazakhstan (Gerstein 2015: 154). 

 

Yet, he was resent to Frunze. 

 

Telegram 1 February 1942: ... we offer work to Frunze Atbashinskaya 27 

Kolsanov Vasilchenko... what kind of Frunze is this? éBut we are preparing for 

everything and are ready to fight for ourselves ... As a last resort, we have a refuge 

in Aktyubinsk - the rescue Noah's Ark (in the worst sense of the word). For six 

days we starved and worked like oxen. Now we are going towards the complete 
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unknown. Cheslav describes Frunze as paradise. Izya got sick. I'm afraid that 

something might happen - now we already have typhoid diseases ... We still 

haven't come to our senses, and it's even hard for me to think what will happen - 

that will happen. (2015: 209) 

 

However, Gershtejnôs memories about the war were near and far at the same time 

as most of his closest friends, colleagues, or relatives were killed by the Germans. While 

he was angry at his destiny to be sent to the unknown place without any existent film 

industry infrastructure among steppes and mountains and amid a nomadic Muslim 

population who hardly spoke Russian, he was thankful to be sent to Frunze, which was a 

paradise, shelterðalmost Noahôs arkðan unreachable place, far from the war in which 

maybe he could think about using his skills. Later, he becomes one of the founders of the 

Kyrgyz filmmaking industry. 

For the sake of the justice, it is important to remember that all republics in the 

Central Asia adopted, did not allow to die from the hunger and saved the masses 

of the people and even bigger mass ï their children. Among them Kirgiziya has 

not taken the last place. And was also rewarded for it: thank to the influx of the 

educated and knowing their profession people, during the short period of time 

ascended not on two ladders but immediately a lot of ladders above. A lot of thing 

they created, the exiled, evacuated and also simply scattering far away from the 

center people. Within few years it has emerged industry, university, medical 

institute, branch of the Academy of Sciences, theaters, cinemas. If there would be 

no war, they would wait for it another century. (Gershtejn 2015: 221). 

 

Yuz Gershtejn was determined to show in his movies the contrasting changes taking 

place in the mountainous nomadic Kyrgyz nation. The Kyrgyz tribal nomads, who were 

quite traditional, patriarchal, and still living inside of the legends and myths, suddenly 

experienced immediate development and modernization. Some of the myths, legends, and 

traditions were revived or incorporated or refashioned into the new process to show 

historical origins and heritage and the nationôs semi transformation. He shows in his 

documentary films how new cities emerge instead of the old ones, that have completely 



   
 

8 
 

modern infrastructure and inhabitants with new professions dealing with new materials. 

Especially, after WWII, he tried to show via his films the role of new professions that the 

native native Kyrgyz had mastered, not only to bring change by replacing old into the new 

but by establishing peace after the war. Moreover, there is a new way of living. ñThe birth 

of the songò (rozhdenie pesni from 1962) is one of the documentary films in which he 

demonstrates modernization as replacing the previous social roles and skills with new ones. 

One of the important signs of the identity changing process took place with the emergence 

of the new professions that had not existed before, not even in the centers of the Russian 

Empire. Moreover, the Soviet government made it possible that women did not just bring 

up children and look after the household or earns a livelihood doing professions that 

women traditionally did; rather they were empowered to drive tractors, to become 

engineers and fix cars, and manage teams or men for launching satellites and complex 

automated systems within the modern factories. 

To introduce the new image of the empowered woman was important for Yuza 

Gershtejn, as his first impressions of encountering Kyrgyz women in rural areas during his 

first years of field works were clearly memorable. As he writes in his diary on July 28, 

1942 from the trip to Jety Oguz and shares about Kyrgyz hospitality and how Kyrgyz 

women are treated: 

July 28th. 1942: Women are slaves who get only bones thrown over their 

shoulders. All the best for the guests. Archa, spruce, edelweiss, grasses as tall as 

a man, they say there was a sea of tulips - all of these are syrts, where we also 

migrated, along with camels, horses, rams, dogs, yurts, teapots, cauldrons, and of 

course, whole families, including babies  in wooden cradles tied to saddles. (Yuza 

Gerstein 2015:249). 
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After having seen the image of the Kyrgyz women as ñenslavedò and treated similar 

to animals being thrown the leftovers, as the Soviet government brings about changes to 

empower women, it becomes almost existential for him to share this new emerging new 

image of the strong, independent, and professionally growing Kyrgyz women with the 

Kyrgyz audience which was happening right before their eyes. Therefore in his 

documentary films, he particularly focuses on women who have acquired new skills. 

Examples of the negotiating new and old in the documentary movies 

Kyrgyzstan poet (Kyrgyzstan sings) 1957 

In this movie ñKyrgyzstan Poetò from 1957, Yuza Gershtejn juxtaposes the old and 

the new. This movie shows how  small changes took place in daily life. For instance, new 

habits of drinking water emerged in which the modern glass (Gershtejn 00:02:53-00:03:00) 

was used instead of the traditional Kyrgyz piala. The modern glass is used to drink water 

with bubbles made by a soda stream machine instead of kymyz milked from the horse and 

symbolizes the new drink of the modern Soviet youth in Kyrgyzstan. Glass becomes a new 

symbol of the machine-made and not the handmade natural bubbles.  

As contradistinguishing images, here we can notice the popularity of modern 

European classical instruments among Kyrgyz youth alongside traditional musical 

instruments.  
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A Kyrgyz man takes part in a youth festival with his instrument, the komus and 

sings the song ñbesh barmakò (on the left), while at the same time, a Kyrgyz man plays 

violin (Gershtejn 00:13:32-00:14:48). 

While Gershtejn tries to juxstapose old and new symbols, he also wants to 

demonstrate not only contrasting categories but also the far more ñfluid ideological 

constructionsò or what could be considered the ñfuzzy boundariesò between old and new. 

For instance, he highlights traditional pieces of dance, song, and costumes that shown in 

the all-Union Soviet youth festival in Moscow. He highlights how he sees the potential of 

popularizing traditional Kyrgyz dance within the centers of the Soviet Union, which are 

not that familiar with the traditional Kyrgyz dance. Or on the contrary, he shows how 

Kyrgyz traditional dance is performed and demostrated to the guests from the other Soviet 

Republics who attend the youth festival in Soviet Kyrgyzstan. But he also tries to show 

how the Kyrgyz youth learned new classical modern dances and could dance European 

dances such as the waltz with guests from the central and European parts of the Soviet 

Union. 
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He maintains a duality, in which he presents the practice of modern classical 

instruments, such as piano, violin, and accordion, while also continuing traditional skills 

of playing the komuz. The synchronizing of new with the old and not totally replacing them 

helps Gershtejn visually to present a modern or renewed visual image of the Kyrgyz Soviet 

identity, which is welcomed cheerfully by both the local Kyrgyz population and the Soviet 

government.  

Here, the image of woman also changes, as she does not dance the Kyrgyz 

traditional dance, wearing a white dress that completely covers her body and even her hair 

and sings traditional songs; instead, she learns the new classical dance. And surprisingly, 

she also performs gymnastics and is an active sportive woman.  

 

For Gershtejn, it was important to illustrate how this completely unknown tradition 

to the Kyrgyz society of a woman who shows her body in revealing, sporty constumes 

(Gershtejn 00:09:35-00:09:54) is totally a new visual experience for the inhabitants in the 

city such as Frunze as well as for the newcomers from the village or from the steppes. 

However, women do not limit themselves only to gymnastics, but they also try to expand 

their physical capacities by playing basketball (Gershtejn 00:11:00-00:11:25). In the youth 
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festival, which took place in Frunze, the Kyrgyz womenôs basketball team won against the 

team from Alma-Aty. Again, the women are dressed in shorts and t-shirts, revealing their 

physical body. In the case of transforming the Kyrgyz womenôs image, which was the 

result of her new identity or cultural habits, Gershtejn tries to keep the duality of the old 

and new. For instance, a woman is seen attending an art exhibition in her long and 

flamboyant white traditional Kyrgyz dress with the Kyrgyz ornaments while in the modern 

Soviet gallery, where one can see a picture of a European-looking woman wearing a dress 

exposing her neckline (Gershtejn 00:14:59). 

 

 A picture of Kyrgyz couples in their traditional dresses with Kyrgyz ornaments 

whom the Soviet government defined as Muslim traditional society visiting the museum 

of contemporary art and carefully staring at the sculpture or statue depicts an amazing 

change taking place and displays signs of secularization in which admiring the human 

image was not prohibited but rather supported by the new Kyrgyz elite.  

As Gershtejn concludes in the main message of this particular movie: ñNashe 

vremya dala rozhdenie pesni truda, mira i dryzhby (our times gave birth to a new song of 

the labour, peace, and friendship).ò The most important change was to accept and be part 
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of these new images and cultural practices and transformations in the modern identity as it 

evolved from peace building, the acquisition of new professions, and the creation of new 

social ties and friends, causing narratives of non-existing internal conflicts among the main 

protagonists.  

Definitely, Gershtejn is one of those intellectuals who ñdramatized,ò and ñevokedò 

the traditional heritage of the Kyrgyz and fashioned its spirit to the new or modern 

emerging Soviet culture. But the most essential and astonishing process takes place for 

Gershtejn himself. He, himself a recent migrant who had no idea where exactly was Frunze 

and who was shocked even more after having arrived to the empty basement that did not 

have any filmmaking equipment, now he was one of those inventors of these new traditions 

in the lives of Kyrgyz women or youth and ñwas projecting to the wider audience.ò This 

especially becomes clear when he includes one piece about  himself, showing how he films 

the dancing as one of the producers of this movie who is proud to be part of this process.  

 

Doroga chesti 1958 (Road to the Honor)  

Gershtejn not only produces and directs this film but also writes the script for it 

together with M.Djangazieva. In this movie, the special attention given to the new 
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emerging image of the woman is very clear. The womenôs image is not only transformative 

in her choice of leisure activities or in keeping her body fit or in the kind of dress she wears 

as in the previous movie; rather in this film, she assumes a state-level mission and 

assignment. No longer does the woman assume just her given destiny within the family of 

serving guests, but now she is in charge of the development of her village, factory, and her 

own republic on the scale of the human global civilization. Gershtejn is very eager to show 

how the woman becomes the combine operator (Gershtejn 00:10:31-00:10:42) and drives 

it through the village to collect the harvest and provide nourishment for her family, kolhoz, 

and country, and, if necessary, for the entire Soviet Union. She does not eat leftovers now 

that she is in charge of the main product. The image of the village is transformed thanks to 

the activity of the female professional who takes the lead and assumes key positions.  

Women check the trajectories of the artificial satellites. The new image of the 

woman does not wash the dishes nor does she eat the leftovers and she is definitely is not 

perceived as the ñenslavedò passive receiver of her traditional duty or role within the family 

hierarchy. Instead she is in charge of informing the citizens who live in the Soviet Union 

and in Soviet Kyrgyzstan specifically about the progress of the sophisticated and 

complicated movement of automated machines in outer space.  
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Women are not responsible for bringing up children. Rather Kyrgyz women are in 

charge of artificial satellites or, in the words of Gershtejn of sending ñenvoys to cosmosò 

(Gershtejn 00:17:20-00:17:36). This achievement of the Kyrgyz women was unbelievingly 

the transformative symbol of the new Kyrgyz mother who is in charge of building her new 

industrial and totally advanced nation. Moreover, the face of the Kyrgyz women is the one 

who accepts all the evacuees and who receives these educated professionals and is trained 

by them. The face of the Kyrgyz women is the main symbol of the ñmirolyuvogo narodaò 

(peace-loving nation). 
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When Gershtejn first arrived in Frunze, his colleagues and friends consisted of the 

evacuees or wives and children of ones exiled in Siberia who found an oasis in this Frunze. 

As his career began in Frunze, one of his notes in his diary from November 4, 1942 about 

his colleagues in Frunze during the war time reads that ñLena Petrovna received a funeral 

for her husband, and yesterday her brother, Ivan, the chairman of the collective farm, her 

support and hope, died in Siberia. Beba arrived. The meeting was touching, besides, she 

has money - she will have something to make preparations for itò (Gershtein 2015:255). 

For him it was important to show the image of the woman as the builder of Frunze and of 

the country as ñCommunists as peace builders ï the city in which the peace was inhabitingò.  

The new Kyrgyz womenôs image is also the one who empowers another generation 

of women who have leadership skills and similarly can manage an entire kolhoz such as 

the female brigadier Ulmazkan (Gershtejn 00:05:08-00:05:41).  

 

She is the deputy; she drives her own car. She has an honorable seat at the table 

alongside the elders of the family and holds business meeting to solve problems of 

importance to the state. 
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 She still can cover her head with scarf and wear traditional clothes while she also 

can fulfill modern duties of having a profession and a social importance equal to that of the 

men and even of the village elders. 

 

In this particular movie, Gershtejn is eager to share emergence of the new 

professions that transformed the entire economical infrastructure of this once nomadic 

traditional society, which had been dependent usually on livestock or agriculture. 

Nowadays new minerals are being researched, excavated, and produced. The geologists 

are able to finish higher education in the capital of Frunze and can apply their skills to 
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deploy new natural resources to energize the Soviet economy and even to become one of 

the leading economical hubs. Gershtejn depicts the family of the geologist who comes to 

the village after graduating from university, accompanied by his Russian wife who is also 

engineer-designer. Both of the come to the village as experts and represent the proletarian 

mixed couple who create a new image of the modern Kyrgyz family that is totally 

cosmopolitan. Moreover, they are not only a professional young family but also they 

develop as a family and bring new images of the modern life. They have a daughter who 

grows up in the new world of perceptions in which she shall not learn to wash dishes or 

help to milk the cows or to assume the last place as Gershtejnôs impression was about 

women in the earlier generation of society. Rather, the young growing modern daughter of 

this young family learns classical dancing and has the freedom to express herself and 

devote her life to this (Gershtejn 00:12:12-00:13:18).  

 

 As the culmination of the womenôs role within the Soviet society, the Kyrgyz 

women can decide in her girlhood which musical tastes and professions she wants to 

acquire.  
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She has a choice to study together with male comrades in the school on an equal 

footing and later in the university as the one who passes exams together with her male 

comrades on fixing the engine or resolving more complex automated problems whereas 

even in some parts of the village men were acquiring skills of learning to use the radio and 

be contributive Soviet citizen (Gershtejn 00:07:29-00:07:38).  

 

The women are definitely now empowered from their cradle, supported by their 

educated fathers at home and by the government at work. Women can have male friends 

who are either their comrades or colleagues. The real city grows in front of the eyes of  
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Gershtejn, as it is built by experts from Eastern Europe, by locals who have been trained, 

and by both women and men who are equally decisive players in this process, by a new 

generation who know from their childhood already which profession they can choose in 

order to build their tomorrow with the modern Soviet city in which knowledge, friendship, 

labor, and peace are the main measurements of progress.  

Moreover, there is a generation of the new Kyrgyz cultural elite, such as writer 

Nasirdin Baitemirov (Gershtejn 00:04:50-00:05:06). Nomads who used to tell their 

wisdom and culture in oral tradition now have a written tradition. For Gershtejn it is 

important to share the emergence of the written Kyrgyz culture versus the oral culture, 

which can also keep chronicles of the current modern nationôs transformation.  

Tak rozhdaet’sya zavtra 1959 

One of the main protagonists in the newly emerging reality of the Kyrgyz nomadic 

society are the new local experts trained by the experts sent to Soviet Kyrgzstan. Although 

the concept of local experts who work as engineers is totally new, and even the word 

engineer is fresh and modern, it is the appearance of women who learn modern male-

dominated professions that is totally breathtaking. In this movie there are women engineers 

who work as the executive directors of the industrial factories.  

Another new change which Gershtejn wants to share is the transformations not only 

on the personal or individual level but on the family level. He traces the history of one 

family. The family of the shepherd (chaban in Kyrgyz) undergoes drastic changes 

involving three generations (Gershtejn 00:03:40-00:04:40). His memories about chaban 

and all anecdotes of the first chaban families struggling to get used to the modern housing 

and city life are now in the past. The chabans should not be relocated to the cities as the 
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change eventually reaches them, namely the ayils, which became kolhoz and villages that 

become almost like cities. As he writes about it in his diary: 

Probably, the old aksakals, who often recovered right on the city streets, are a thing 

of the past - they squat down, nothing can be seen under the chapan. And he will 

get up and calmly walk on, as if nothing had happened. Donkeys, camels, horses, 

dogs. Sometimes a flock of sheep was driven across the city - so there was enough 

fertilizer. The stories about the first families of nomads who received city 

apartments were still alive. They cut through walls and ceilings in them so that there 

was more fresh air, so that it would be more convenient to light a fire and keep a 

living sheep at home. In our house where I later lived with my family, the deputy 

minister of the fishing industry settled on the floor above, on whose balcony the 

next candidate for beshbarmak always bleated loudly, all over the street. Morals 

were simpler than the present ones. (Yuza Gerstein 2015: 281). 

 

 The chaban is showed how he plans his shepherding activity for the benefit of the 

kolkhoz. His family members are also active by becoming members of the greater Soviet 

family. His children acquire new professions and his grandchildren definitely will 

contribute to building the Soviet family too. Yet the culmination is that they do not gather 

any more in the yurta or in the house on the dastorkon, which is usually on the floor. Instead, 

they gather for family lunch in the public caf® better known as the ñstolovayaò of the 

kolkhoz in which they are served by a waiter and not a besh barmak. 
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The members of the family represent three generations: grandparents, children, and 

grandchildren dressed in the modern classical costumes gather together around the big table 

on which there are modern utilities. Moreover, the chaban is very well informed about the 

latest news of the kolkhoz and allows accountants to keep his budget and attends meetings 

on how to make his kolhoz economically more rationale and successful.  

Clearly, Gershtejn is very passionate about the appearance of the ñworking classò 

who still practice old traditional skills or professions as shepherds but who rationalize it 

and try to apply modern technical skills so that they can be more effective and economically 

advanced and modern. For instance, the chabans now cut the fur of the sheep not by hand 

but by automated machines as they need to supply fur and their raw materials to the whole 

Soviet Union en masse and for that reason they need to do it faster.  

 

Another interesting aspect which Gershtejn tries to show is the modernity 

surrounding the home. It is possible to see how brick homes are accessible not only in cities 

but even in pastures for the families of chaban who are shepherding to provide the Soviet 

Union. The modern brick homes with white walls are complete with new furniture signify 

having become new citizens or of having created the new Kyrgyz culture.  
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Massive building of apartments with central electricity in the cities is like touching 

the highest peak of modernity. For Gershtejn it is important to show the smiles on the faces 

of his protagonists who are glad to be part of this transformational processes. Moreover, 

he shows in his documentary movie how the local population attends exhibitions where the 

newest and more comfortable and even stylish furniture and designs of the apartments are 

displayed.  

 

The eager curiosity of the local population to know and be informed about these new trends 

shows to which extent it had become the ñnewò or modern Kyrgyz nation.  
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Conclusion 

Yuza Gershtejn as a documentary filmmaker wanted to keep the spirit of the 

nomadic Kyrgyz, while he tried to document its changes under modern circumstances. For 

this purpose, Gershtejn created an image of the still existing nomad with his ancient 

wisdom, while demonstrating his ability to turn into the modern efficient Soviet farmer or 

shepherd who made his distinctive contribution to the emergence of the socialist economy 

and the modern nation. Were the filmmakers acting as documentarists monitoring the 

emergence of the new Kyrgyz society within the Soviet cultural policies, or as narrators 

representing the local ñKyrgyzò perspective in the context of cosmopolitan nomadic 

modernity? Perhaps these filmmakers were acting as both. To what extent did their work 

and worldviews impact the cultural figures and intellectuals of the Soviet Kyrgyzstan? 

Were they inspired, or, vice versa, were they inspiring others to remember traditions and 

their role in the modern times? Yet, it is possible to assume that that the intellectual nexus 

was a model in which Jewish refugees or immigrants had an opportunity to become 

contributing or even model citizens who co-built both the new Soviet family and the 

modern Kyrgyz nation based on knowledge, skills, and networking. Significantly, the 

events of the Urkun and World War II caused chaotic migration processes with similar 

emotional experiences and created an ñequal entrance gameò to be a part of the emerging 

Kyrgyz nation. Obviously, the whole process was fascinating for Gershtejn how the old 

and new characters of the Kyrgyz nomad, whom he encounters during his arrival at the 

peak of the WWII, coexists in contrast to coming together with the Soviet Union. 

Undoubtedly, he felt he should be the voice of the intellectuals who were bridging the local 

eliteôs mood together with the novelties brought by the extreme Soviet modernization 
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policies. Moreover, his official activity was enriched by his friends and informal 

networking who consisted both of migrants similar to him and who made a home in 

Kyrgyzstan and local elite or Kyrgyz population whom he used to meet over beshbarmak 

or at the kitchen in his apartment. According to the memories of his son Michael Gershtejn, 

their home in Frunze, especially the kitchen and salon, was fully packed by guests non-

stop. In a way, his home was like a central station or ñvokzalò (from an interview in 2020). 

Similarly, his grandson recollected that his grandfatherôs home even after his immigrating 

later to Israel remained as a ñcentral stationò and as a spot for receiving guests, especially 

the ones who had immigrated from Soviet Kyrgyzstan, and who together nurtured their 

fondest and kindest memories about once flourishing Frunze (from an interview 2020). 
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