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THE INCURABLE SADNESS OF THE 
WISE ONE 

A Word about Abai 

He is beautiful and great 
in his eternal yearning for the truth .. 

Goethe 

A 

Abai. Thus, fondly and with love the Kazakhs call one 
of their greatest sons. 

Abai was a great poet, musician, translator, philosopher 
and political activist. 

Abai had one of the most tragic natures in all Kazakh 
poetry. 

He was a wise man with an incurable sadness of the 
soul: 

I myself strove to improve my mind, 
and knew no equal in eloquence! 
But my work is not valued among the people 
and I chose the peace of solitude in life. 

Abai was the first to enrich Kazakh poetry with phi-
losophy. He discovered a new poetry, realising the synthe-
sis of philosophical and artistic principles. With the name 
of Abai, a new Kazakh poetry of conscious philosophical 
and stylistic purpose was born on the steppe. 

Like no one else, Abai achieved the renewal of ideas in 
Kazakh society. This could only be achieved by awakening 
the old national feelings and resurrecting the genuine 
folk traditions. Already at the end of the nineteenth 
century Abai's art rose to the height of poetic realism of 
the twentieth century. 

Poetry must bear the stamp an integral, unestranged 
personality, saved from alienation. Abai always remained 
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on the side of the people-for they, in his understanding, 
are the only support of art, the only preserver of spirituali-
ty in the world. 

The poet did not admire from outside the original pic-
turesqueness of folklore-Abai's art, with a deep and 
meaningful necessity, penetrates into the essence of the 
world of imagery of folk poetry, and perceives the rela-
tionship to life, love, death, as events of the cosmic order. 

The poetry of Abai is made more powerful by colour, 
and literary and philosophical associations. When you 
read Abai, you are enchanted by the abundant generosity 
of the artist -everything is available to him: the melody 
of a song, the precision of impressionistic sketches, el-
egant style, ironic versatility, spell-binding musicality. 

The poetry of Abai is melodic and mysterious. The po-
ems of Abai are a powerful torrent of soulfulness, express-
ing an unquenchable thirst for redemption and inner 
spontaneity. 

Then suddenly, unexpectedly, a heart-rending voice of 
conscience and a naked soul impinge upon us - his com-
passion for the sorrows and poverty of mankind. 

His art is full of pain, and sometimes despair. His lyric 
poems are a deep-felt experience of the tragedy of the fate 
of human beings. A person must feel worthy of life and 
death, in order that death may redeem him only with new 
life. 

Abai's poetry brings a great breath of thought and feel-
ing-a breath of the history of the Kazakh people, of the 
planetary comprehension of existence. His sad, enchanted 
songs are imbued with lofty wisdom and the utmost clar-
ity. 

Abai communicates the power of his art, he shocks the 
imagination and ennobles the soul. His artistic world, cre-
ated and brought forth by his genius, is huge and great. 
His art sprang from life. He was extraordinarily well-read 
and knew thousands of lines by heart. He read books in 
Arabic, Farsi, old Chagatay, and Russian. 

Like any great poet, Abai let the world go through him 
and created his world within him. He rejected many of the 
means of external expressiveness, of high-flown inven-
tion, which he had mastered with such virtuosity. 

All his life he eschewed the realities that surrounded 
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him, and extricated himself &om the oppressive atmos-
phere of feudalism and lawlessness. 

He wanted to get away &om the traditions of the 
steppe minstrel-bards, which had earlier attracted him, 
into the world of new images and ideas. 

This was a departure &om the old aspects oflife, which 
stifled the poet, into the world of &esh, noble ideas and 
active participation. Life as understood by Abai was not a 
period of sensual enjoyment, but a struggle. Self-sacrifice 
was inevitable for the sake of immortality in the words of 
poetry. Only self-sacrifice in poetry allows the word to 
survive the ages and to carry people forward. 

His poetry becomes barer, &eeing itself &om any con-
ventions; the main aspiration is the movement of ideas. By 
this the significance of the word is intensified. The main 
direction of Abai's poems is the affirmation of the un-
shakeable and unending unity of everything living, hu-
mankind and the cosmos, the soul and inanimate objects. 

Abai, like none other, had a gift for expressing with 
clarity and precision the formulas that capture the fea-
tures of spiritual and historical phenomena. 

It was only at the beginning of the 1940s that Kazakh 
thinkers began to appreciate the essence of Abai's poetry 
and his significance as a world-class poet. This came about 
as a result of the very great novel by the Kazakh writer 
Mukhtar Auezov. He was the first to understand that Abai 
is a genuine classic of the literature of his time, and that 
the true essence of his poetry lies in the fact that in it 
contained the seeds of the new future, a future that was 
already beginning to burst through the layers of imperi-
alist persecution. 

B 

Abai was profoundly interested in philosophy. His eru-
dition in this field was fundamental to this work. The 
ideas put forward in eastern and western philosophy at the 
end of the nineteenth century are anticipated, meditated 
on or argued about in his lyric poems. The same is true of 
the ideas of the Sufi poets-Omar Khayyam, Rudaki, Rumi 
and Yassavi, with whom Abai carried on a discussion over 
many years. 
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I go down to the bottom, and thirstily drink 
the venomous poison of days I lived through. 
Again I take as reality 
the deceptive noise of the crowd. 

Again I begin to believe 
the cunning of the eternal deceivers. 
I don't run away at breakneck speed. 
Is there any poison that I have not drunk? 

Philosophical reflections for Abai are the sign of a de-
fined relationship to the world, a sign of a possible posi-
tion of mankind in the world. Ethics were an element of 
his thought and poetry. 

In his consciousness all was drawn into a single centre 
of search for moral integrity, which would help man to 
overcome his fear of death and doubts about his under-
standing of life. Indeed, for Abai only the human being, 
his moral and spiritual existence, is important and neces-
sary. So in his poems it is not the human being who 
dissolves in nature, but nature that finds its place in the 
inner space of the human being. 

The poetry of the mature Abai enjoins contact, a heart-
felt connection with people. He calls on his people to 
wake up and keep their souls and bodies vigilant, urging 
them to ceaseless moral endeavour. 

At the core of eastern poetry lies a special, honoured 
relationship to the word, a distinctive cult of the word. 
For the poet of the East, the genuine word of poetry was 
also an act. In this way only could one exert influence on 
the people. The significance of the word served on the 
steppe as a weapon, a powerful sword. 

Abai was able to unite organically the wisdom of the 
East and the progressive ideas of the West. The steppe poet 
Abai succeeded in fusing the formal poetics of East and 
West to create a deeply humanistic synthesis. In the same 
way he developed the western-eastern synthesis of Goethe, 
opposed in equal measure to the colonialising concepts of 
"Eurocentrism" and nationalistic dogmas. 

In the creative evolution of Pushkin, we find the spe-
cial development of the "eastern theme" in his poetry. It 
is amazing how deeply Pushkin felt the many, subtle 
musical nuances of eastern poetry and was able to preserve 
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them and give them their own resonance. The last line of 
his famous poem "The Caucasus" was left out because of 
the censor: 

So the laws confine the stormy freedom, 
so the wild tribe is in anguish under the power, 
so now the silent Caucasus is indignant, 
so alien powers oppress it... 

The western-eastern synthesis in Pushkin clearly ex-
poses the colonial oppression of the tsarist autocracy. The 
poet was wholeheartedly on the side of the persecuted, on 
the side of the freedom-loving people. 

At the end of the nineteenth century the colonial op-
pression of Kazakhia by the Russian autocracy was inten-
sified. The colonial steppe was choking in economic, social 
and cultural backwardness. The nomadic culture had 
fallen into decline, leaving a void in its place. 

The harmonious world order was forcibly broken. A 
faceless, crude, monstrous power of destruction came into 
the steppe as an everyday reality. The steppe was cowed 
under the oppression of gendarmes, and with it poetry, 
legends, fables ... Death from the sabre and the bullet is 
against nature. Arbitrary rule does not bring about rebirth 
The harmony of a world is destroyed when social cata-
clysms and expansionism violate it. 

In those years the way of every Kazakh poet and 
thinker was one of tragic loneliness. Abai understood, as 
a great poet, that he only had one way-the people. He 
desired to see his people as having lofty spirits. 

Never, since as far back as the seventh and eighth 
centuries, had Kazakh thought worked with such effort 
and accord. The current of general problems and anxieties 
runs through the whole of national culture from philo-
sophical abstractions to lyrical outpourings. 

The humanistic synthesis of every great poet of the 
nineteenth century comes out in its unrepeatably indi-
vidual aspect. 

The highest spiritual value of the works of Abai is the 
concept of the free personality of a fighter against social 
evil and inhumanity. The same understanding is 
characteristic of many great creators: Shakespeare, Goethe, 
Byron, Pushkin, Lermontov, Rabindranath Tagore ... 
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A 

Abai's reflections in poetry and prose about the per-
sonality, about its finiteness and infiniteness, led him to 
God 

It's easy to say: "Here is God!" But the way 
to him does not lie through the word. 
Be pure in soul and heart-
there is no need for any other truth. 

But you cannot reach God with your mind, 
in vain my tongue interprets him. 
There is no doubt! God is in everything 
that exists in the visible world. 

The world was not created by God to become a dwell-
ing-place of evil. The world was created for people, for 
human beings participate in godliness, and part of it and 
its outcome. The unity and harmony of the world are 
inconceivable without mankind. Reason is given to hu-
mans so that they may understand the world created for 
them and use that knowledge as a weapon to achieve a 
higher aim. 

For those that are truly wise, there is no abyss sepa-
rating heaven from earth. Evil, which seems to exist, is 
born only of ignorance and can be overcome by directing 
knowledge to the affirmation of good, to the higher aim: 
union with God and the higher structure and harmony. 

Abai considers that human beings are destined to live, 
create and act, and not to be in the captivity of evil. 

In his amazing Book of Words the poet expressed his 
reflections over a period of years, his searchings and dis-
coveries, anxiety and despair, sorrows and joy of revela-
tions, impetuosity of soul and bitter reckonings, anger and 
humility. 

At the beginning of the book, he writes: "Whether for 
good or ill, I have lived my life, travelling a long road 
fraught with strugt;les and quarrels, disputes and argu-
ments, suffering and anxiety, and reached these advanced 
years to find myself at the end of my tether, tired of eve-
rything. I have realised the vanity and futility of my la-
bours and the meanness of my existence. What shall I 
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occupy myself with now and how shall I live out the rest 
of my days? I am puzzled that I can find no answer to this 
question." 

His Book of Words is a deeply meaningful way to truth. 
The idea that permeates it is both simple and grand. The 
poet tirelessly reminds us that humans have the greatest 
value in the world, and that they should be beautiful and 
harmoniously perfect. Their souls should also be beautiful, 
as should their mind, body and feelings. Humans are called 
upon to direct their thoughts and actions only to the 
good, only to exalted actions. 

The striving from a separate personality towards hu-
manity changed incredibly the spiritual climate of the 
poetry of Abai. 

Understanding of the real world and the personal re-
sponsibility of everyone in the world-this is what the 
great poet worked for in his art and life. 

Abai relentlessly placed the question of the fate of 
Kazakhia before his people. When laying stress on higher 
moral standards, he does not denigrate his own people, 
but rather calls them to his wisdom. It is precisely because 
of this that his art arouses and sustains the faith of human 
beings in their strength, in the triumph of good. 

Abai explains that the world is eternal, united and 
harmonious. Discord, anguish, even death cannot destroy 
the harmony, for they are natural. 

The extremes of anger, despair and hope seize people 
when they confront the inevitability of death. This burst 
of feelings, tension of the whole human being, is a passion 
without which there is no original inspiration. 

Abai was a raging creator. 
With this rage the poet contemplated clearly his own 

and the world's fate. Human life moves within the laws of 
a beautiful and tragic harmony: love and freedom are 
found in death, anger does not settle for the small, and the 
raging soul rushes to the last redistribution. 

Like a truly great man, he did not fear slander, open 
insults and the hatred of fools. 

Like a true citizen, he fulfilled his duty to mankind, 
served it to his last breath, and remained honest in his 
striving for the truth. 

Love is always on the border of death, for love that has 
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not reached that incandescence is not love. One should 
also remember that freedom is only attained through self-
denial. 

We search for moral lessons in the poems of Abai, 
whose life has become a legend. 

I 

The great poet of the steppe, not understood by his 
own people, remained alone, face to face with God. 

Many are captives of the transitory, 
and so they trip and fall. 
But can one say "died" about one 
who left behind immortal words? 

Abai loved his people as no other, and that's why his 
words ooze blood as his soul bleeds. 

The frail soul of the creator was taut as the bowstring. 
He left this world without any farewells. Those who 

were worthy of his conversation, love and fellow-suffering 
were waiting for him on the other side. 

All his powers were dedicated to the enlightenment of 
his people, but the people only appreciated the enchant-
ing melodies of his songs, and did not comprehend the 
deep essence of his thoughts, did not follow his wise ad-
vice. 

This was the beginning and the end of the tragedy of 
Abai. 

And the tragedy of his freethinking and irresponsible 
people was born and grew stronger. 

Rollan Seisenbaev 



POETRY 
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*** 

he ticking of clocks is not an idle 
sound: 

life flows by, my friend, their beating 
repeats. 

A minute is like an age for a man: 
it goes, it dies, and the circle of life is 

closed. 

A clock is a ticking thief, 
stealing life daily, taking it 

unnoticed, 
so that without love and constancy 
life is nonetheless just fleeting 

deception. 

In a clock's rustling is past life, 
if it dulls a soul or comforts it, 
still reason knows that time is 

treacherous, 
it goes past as though its tick is 

harmless. 

A day, a month, a year go off into 
ashes, 

old age comes, time flows away_ 
Since transient time beckoned us 

pitilessly, 
oh, imperishable Creator, have 

mercy upon us! 
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*** 
Nature can die, but humans are immortal; 
but they can't return, nor joke andlaugh again. 
The ignoramuses called death 
the parting between "I" and "mine". 

Many are captives of the transitory, 
and so they trip and fall. 
But can one say "died" about one 
who left behind immortal words? 

Who in this life is not susceptible to temptation? 
Eternity is sensitive to the flaws of the mortal. 
You won't be able to identify in what the flaw lies, 
if you don't tirelessly follow deep thought. 

Who is a friend to the worldly cannot be a friend to 
the after-life. 

You cannot combine the two equally in one. 
I cannot tum my tongue to call those just who have 
a wealmess for the worldly and are weak-willed before 

eternity. 
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*** 

Oh, Kazakhs, my poor people, 
you let your moustaches grow. 
Since you don't distinguish good from evil, 
now you have blood on one cheek and grease on the 

Eye to eye, you're welcoming and kind, but then 
you're mercenary-minded and your fuce changes. 

other. 

You don't pay attention to others and go on about your 
own stuff, 

and you rattle your tongue with idle talk 
You cannot display power over your own good; 
your night sleep is broken, you've forgotten daytime 

laughter. 
Envy gnaws at those who are not strong, 
tomorrow is different from today. 
Any old rabble try to control you 
They have disfigured the fuce of the people. 
I have serious doubts about your being corrected 
if your will has gone from you. 
Those close to you take offence at the slightest trifle, 
and God has taken away their sound judgement. 
There is no unity, no agreement, no truth in the soul, 
and so your herds disappear like snow. 
Measuring your power of intelligence and good, 
rivalry has shed your powers. 
If your flaw cannot be lived out and remains within 

you, 
you will display your baseness always and in 

everything. 
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Where can one find comfort, what can one trust in, 
if even forty of you cannot pull the carriage over the 

hill? 
Without a strong spirit, without faithfulness, with 

insignificant inconstancy, 
what use to you is empty fun? 
When it comes for the tum of someone who can 

admonish, 
they too cannot get by without secret whisperings. 

* * * 

I brought him up from a puppy to a dog-
he bit me on the leg. 
I taught someone how to shoot-
and he cunningly shot me down 


