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Abstract
Purpose: to consider the features of Karakalpak traditional music, using the example of 

studying the performing tradition of Karakalpak heroic dastans.
Methods: comparisons, generalizations, systematic, as well as the musicological method 

of genre-style analysis and the musical-historical approach.
Results: In Central Asia, among the unique and unrepeatable types of oral art, dastans 

occupy a special place. Karakalpak dastans are living books on the history, way of life, mentality 
and worldview of the people. In this regard, based on the analysis of the musical and poetic 
material of heroic dastans, the author presents the main ideas and provisions regarding the 
tradition of performing Karakalpak dastans, and in particular the arguments of researchers 
regarding versification, musical heritage and genre features of the epic in general, and in par-
ticular the Karakalpak epic heritage.

Scientific novelty: for the first time, the article analyzes and examines the specifics of 
Karakalpak heroic dastans, which is a little-studied area of the traditional Karakalpak musical 
heritage.

Practical significance: the main provisions and conclusions of the article can be used in 
modern music teaching and performing practice of traditional music.
Keywords: epic, dastan, zhyrau, kobyz, Karakalpak traditional music

Introduction
In recent years, special attention has been 

paid to the development of culture in Uzbeki-
stan, in particular musical art and the resto-
ration of the epic heritage, which, of course, 
served as an incentive for the development 
and enrichment of Uzbek culture. The Decree 
of the President of the Republic of Uzbeki-
stan “On  holding the international Bakhshi 
Art Festival” defines such urgent tasks as the 
preservation and development of samples of 

the national Uzbek art of Bakhshi and Dastan 
(storytellers), fostering respect and atten-
tion to this type of art in the hearts of young 
people, strengthening friendship and broth-
erhood between different peoples, further 
expansion of creative cooperation, spiritual 
and culturalcultural relations at the interna-
tional level. “The original history and culture 
of any nation are personified, first of all, with 
its oral creativity – folklore, folk epic and is 
an invaluable source in the preservation and 
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development of national values and tradi-
tions” (Resolution of the President of the 
Republic of Uzbekistan dated November 1, 
2018) makes the issue of studying oral folk art 
relevant, which forms the basic basis of the 
richest spiritual heritage of the Karakalpak 
people. Dastan is a genre of epic folk art that 
combines poetry, prose and music. In Central 
Asia, as well as in the Caucasus, Siberia, and 
many neighboring countries of the Middle 
and Near East, epic, epic narrative is repre-
sented by the genre of dastan.

Methods and degree of study
The history of the epic as a  whole goes 

back to ancient times, as evidenced by the 
preserved historical monuments of the an-
cient Turkic tribes. For centuries, and some-
times for millennia, legends and traditions 
have been preserved orally, passed down 
from generation to generation, from people 
to people. According to researchers, the first 
written sources of the epic formation are re-
duced to the Orkhon-Yenisei inscriptions 
dating back to the 8 th–12 th centuries. These 
monuments contain small texts on tomb-
stones, which record historical information 
about the rulers of the Eastern Turkic Kha-
ganate. The Divan lugat at-turk (Collection 
of Turkic Dialects) is an important source 
reflecting the aesthetic concepts of ancient 
Turkic literature and epic Mahmud Kashgari, 
written in 1073. Along with lexicographic 
comments, this dictionary includes samples 
of oral folk art and written poetry, which also 
contains excerpts from the heroic epic (Karo-
matliva F. M., Mirza T., 1999).

The first steps in the study and recording 
of oral epic creativity were made in the 19th 
century by such scientists as Armin (Her-
man) Vambery, Chokan Valikhanov, Abuba-
kir Akhmedzhanovich Divaev, Vasily Vasi-
lyevich Radlov, who laid the foundation for 
subsequent studies of the epic in the twenti-
eth century.

Works of oral folk art are created and pre-
served in a living folk tradition thanks to the 
art of folk storytellers – its creators and per-
formers, combining an actor, a  storyteller, 
a singer and a poet. The study of the musical 
features of the epic requires the definition of 
some basic concepts related to the perfor-
mance of dastans. It should be noted that, 

unlike other peoples of the Central Asian re-
gion, the Karakalpak epic heritage has histor-
ically developed two performing traditions of 
dastan creativity – Bakhsy and Zhyrau, which 
are preserved at the present time. It should 
be emphasized that Bakhsy and Zhyrau are 
the leading areas of Karakalpak creative ac-
tivity, embodying the specifics of the musical 
language of the Karakalpak epic. The bakh-
sas mostly perform dastans of lyrical content, 
while the zhyrau ones perform heroic ones. 
The musical instrument of the bakhsa is the 
dutar, and that of the zhyrau is the kobyz. 
A  specific feature of the Karakalpak epic is 
the predominance of heroic dastans in them.

The Results of the Study
Karakalpak heroic dastans are distin-

guished by their realistic content, they reflect 
the history and way of life of the people. As 
noted by I. Sagitov: “The Karakalpak people, 
forced more than once to leave their native 
places and seek a better life in new lands, re-
flected in their epic the turbulent and tragic 
events of their centuries-old history” (Sagi-
tov I. T., 1952. 41). A special feature of zhy-
rau’s performing style is singing in a “throaty” 
(internal closed) voice, which, accompanied 
by a  kobyz, creates an extraordinary atmo-
sphere that fascinates the listener.

Zhyrau use melodies not only as an ex-
ternal frame, they are an integral element of 
storytelling art, which served to reveal every 
image and action. The analysis of the tunes of 
the Karakalpak heroic dastans made sure that 
the names of the tunes are quite convention-
al, that is, the same tune with a similar name 
may have different interpretations, both in 
terms of textual content and musical orga-
nization. This situation depends on many 
factors, namely the era and time of Zhyrau’s 
residence, the school, the mutual influenc-
es of the performing traditions of neighbor-
ing cultures, as well as the late fixation of 
the musical heritage itself. As you know, the 
Karakalpaks led a  nomadic lifestyle, and at 
a certain period they were divided into upper 
and lower Karakalpaks, which influenced the 
work of folk performers. N. Davkaraev in his 
study “Essays on the history of Karakalpak 
literature” provides valuable information 
about the representatives of the upper and 
lower performing schools.
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According to the author, the founders 
of the upper Karakalpaks include the Zhien 
Zhyrau Taragai school and its followers, 
whose repertoire and technique are intercon-
nected with the Uzbek Bulungur school of 
performing arts. The origins of the tradition 
of performers of the lower Karakalpaks go 
back to the school of Soppasly Sypra Zhyrau, 
in their work there is a mutual influence with 
the Khorezm, Turkmen and Kazakh epic her-
itage (Daukarayev N., 1977. 102).

It is important to note that traditional 
musical research and its epic genre are based 
on originality and completeness of improvi-
sation, where the execution of one and the 
same name is presented in New region. For 
the participants there is a  typical “lack of 
confidence”, which is its logical failure and 
this process is not implemented on the basis 

of a  long-term principle, where the begin-
ning of the transition with concomitant and 
relative. In addition, one of the first steps of 
composite independence, connected with ex-
isting barriers, with the time of execution, as 
a  rule, for the development of the saga, the 
evening and the meeting were held until the 
sun’s Rays. But the saga remained undiscov-
ered, and it should be noted that its contin-
uation is to live in the next evening, the fact 
that the unsolicited image has given us our 
attention in public compositional, as well as 
in the metrorhythmic basis of the saga. For 
the independence of the people of Kazakh-
stan from the saga “Alpamys” (Daukara-
yev N., 1977. 35; Berdikhanova S. N., 2018. 
204) in the execution of Kyasa zhyrau Kairat-
dinova and Shamurat zhyrau Bekmuratova 
(see examples 1, 2).

Examples 1. “Zhortuli”
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Examples 2. “Groin to the moon”

As can be seen from the examples, with 
a similar text, the tunes themselves are rad-
ically different. K. Kayratdinov uses the tune 
“Zhortuli” for this section of dastan and 
Sh. Bekmuratov uses the tune “Aiga shap”. 
In both tunes, the musical means are ex-
pressed more due to their metrical organiza-
tion based on three-doles (6/8, 3/8). At the 
same time, the specificity of “Zhortula” lies 
in the fact that the text seems to fade into 
the background, due to the chanting of syl-
lables and the introduction of extra-textual 
syllables. The rhythmic structure has var-
ious variants of the limping RF types. The 
chant “Aiga shap” differs from the previous 
one in the measured, monotonous organiza-
tion of the Russian Federation, characteristic 
of declamatory recitation. That is, to reveal 
similar sections of dastans, performers use 
different melodies. The tunes created on the 
basis of a certain text do not remain chained 
to the original text, but rather are used free-
ly, transforming for different texts, taking 
into account the number of syllables of the 
song and the nature of the melody. The spe-
cial features of the performance of zhyrau 
are the choice of tunes based on physical 
fitness: with a prepared “warmed up” voice, 
melodies with a higher register are used, and 
with a tired voice, melodies of a low range are 
mainly used. At the same time, more archa-
ic samples of melodies have a  monotonous 
character.

The metrorhythmic structure in the tunes 
with the same name is different in the inter-
pretations of the performers. For example, the 
chant “Aiga shap” in the K version. Kayrat-
dinova has a  number of distinguishing fea-
tures from the Sh variant. Bekmuratova. The 
chant uses the size 3/4, and is characterized 

by an abundance of chants: intrasyllabic, out-
of-text, and line-by-line. The compositional 
structure is also of great interest, it uses var-
ious techniques of compression, summation 
of strings and expansion of rhythm lines 
(MS) due to metrorhythmic variation. In our 
opinion, the abundance of chants in the cre-
ative practice of Kyyas zhyrau Kayratdinov is 
associated with the peculiarities of his per-
forming interpretation. He is characterized 
by a “half-throated” manner of performance, 
and there is also a  closeness to the creative 
tradition of bakhsa. This provision is the main 
distinguishing feature of the performing tra-
dition of Kyyas Kayratdinov. The specifics of 
zhyrau’s performance define and distinguish 
him as one of the outstanding improvisers of 
the Karakalpak epic heritage.

Conclusions
In general, studying the performance fea-

tures of Karakalpak heroic dastans, we note 
the following:

•	 The repertoire of zhyrau and bakhsa 
consists of a certain number of tunes, 
which in performing practice function 
as typological, that is, canonized, es-
tablished (established) tunes. It should 
be noted that during the study of the 
tunes of Zhyrau, it was revealed that 
there are a number of individual tunes 
characteristic of the work of a partic-
ular performer. At the same time, it 
should be emphasized that the appeal 
to a particular tune primarily depends 
on the content of the text, as well as 
the conditions, audience and time of 
performance. Each zhyrau and bakhsy, 
having certain tunes in the repertoire, 
updates them, introducing an individ-
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ual coloring. The choice of the author 
is directly determined by the school, 
inherited traditions, techniques and 
performing skills. This trend has per-
sisted over a long period of time.

•	 To date, the picture has changed dra-
matically. Modern performers, both 
zhyrau and bakhsy, turn to one or two 
tunes in their work, changing only the 

text. This provision shows how import-
ant it is to preserve and record sam-
ples of traditional musical heritage in 
a timely manner, which over time, due 
to oral usage, can transform or disap-
pear. After all, thanks to the epic, it is 
possible to know the history, way of 
life, ethnic roots and, in general, the 
spiritual world of the Karakalpaks.

References

Resolution of the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan dated November 1, 2018. “On hold-
ing the International Bakhshi Art Festival”. – 3990 p. Electronic resource: URL: https:\\
nrm.uz

Alpamys (dostondan parchalar). Nashrga tayyorlovchilar F. M. Karomatli va T. Mirza. – T: 
“San’at” magazine takhiriyati, 1999. – 257 p.

Daukarayev N. Complete Collection of Works. – T. 2. – Nukis: Karakalpakstan, 1977. – 355 p.
Sagitov I. T. Karakalpak heroic epic. – T: ed. ANUzb, 1952. – 107 p.
Berdikhanova Sh. N. Metro-rhythmic foundations of Karakalpak dastans. Abstract of disser-

tation of Doctor of Philosophy in Art Criticism (PhD). 17.00.02 – musical art. – T., 2022.
Berdikhanova S. N. The Function of Singing in the Architecture of Songs of Karakalpak Tra-

ditional Music. Eurasian music science Journal, 2019. URL: https://doi.org/10.52847/
EAMSJ/vol_2019_issue_2/A1

Berdikhanova S. N. The Rhythm of the Karakalpak Folk Songs. European Journal of Arts, 
2019.

Berdikhanova S. N. Specificity of Metrorhythmic Organization of Karakalpak Lyrical Dastans. 
Science and Peace. 2018.

Berdikhanova Sh. N. The tradition of dastan performance in Karakalpakstan // Oriental 
Art and Culture. 2022. – No. 4. URL: https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/traditsiya-
dastannogo-ispolnitelstva-v

Berdikhanova Sh. N. Karakalpak Dastans // Oriental Art and Culture. 2024. – № 1
Berdikhanova Sh. N. On the poetic basis of Karakalpak dastans // European Journal of Arts – 

No. 1. (2023).

submitted 13.01.2025;
accepted for publication 27.01.2025;
published 28.10.2024
© Berdikhanova Sh. N.
Contact: shahida88@bk.ru


