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OVERVIEW 

Author       Chyngyz Aitmatov, born in Sheker, Talas, Kyrgyzstan, was a leading Kyrgyz writer of the Soviet 
era. His father, Torokul, fell victim to Stalin’s purges, and his mother, Nagima, raised him under hardship, 
influencing his depiction of strong maternal figures and perseverance. Bilingual in Kyrgyz and Russian, 
Aitmatov began publishing in 1952 with short stories, such as  ‘Ak Jaan’ (‘White Rain’), ‘Tunku Sugat’ (‘Night 
Irrigation’), and ‘Asma Kopuro’ (‘The Suspension Bridge’). His breakthrough came with the novel Betme-
bet (Face to Face, 1958) and Jamilia (1959). Collections like Povesti gor i stepey (Tales of the Mountains 
and Steppes, 1963, Lenin Prize) and novels such as Kyzyl Jooluk Jaljalym (To Have and To Lose), Boto 
Koz Bulak (Camel’s Eye), Birinchi Mugalim (The First Teacher), and Samanchynyn Jolu (The Mother Earth, 
1963) explore moral and philosophical themes. Later works include Janýbarym, Gülsarym! (Farewell, 
Gulsary!), Ak Keme (The White Steamship), Erte Jazdagy Turnalar (The Cranes Fly Early), Deniz Boiloy 
Jortkon Ala Döböt (Spotted Dog Running on Seashore), Kylym Karytar Bir Kün (The Day Lasts More Than 
a Hundred Years), Kyjamat (The Scaffold), Kassandra Tamgasy (The Mark of Cassandra), and Toolor 
kulaganda (When the Mountains Fall Down: The Eternal Bride, 2005)  blend folklore, social commentary, 
and environmental concerns. His essays and dialogues, including В со авторстве, с землею и водою 
(In Co-authorship with the Earth and the Water), reflect his commitment to human dignity. 

Novella       The novella  titled Белое облако Чингисхана (The White Cloud of Genghis Khan)  was written 
as an additional section to the novel The Day Lasts More Than a Hundred Years. It was first published in 
Russian in the magazine of  Znamya (1990, No. 8) and later translated into Kyrgyz by Aman Toktogulov 
under the title Чыңгызхандын ак булуту. The novella was also translated into English by Dan Szetela 
under the title The White Cloud of Genghis Khan. The Turkish translation was done by Refik Özdek under 
the title Cengiz Han’a Küsen Bulut (lit. The Cloud That Resents Genghis Khan) and published in 1992. The 
novella has also been adapted for the stage in several theaters throughout the post-Soviet region. 

Background         The author offered a novella to accompany his larger novel The Day Lasts More Than a 
Hundred Years, but it was never included, perhaps because of censorship. He gave no explanation for its 
absence, and in those years unseen authorities often decided what could reach the reader. In this novella, 
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Chyngyz Aitmatov returns to a storyline from The Day Lasts More Than a Hundred Years and allows it to 
unfold more deeply. It tells the story of Abutalip, a man falsely accused of being an “enemy of the people,” 
whose life was crushed by ideological repression. His tragedy reflects the writer’s own family history, for 
his father, Torokul Aitmatov, was also executed during Stalin’s purges. 

The novella shows that Abutalip’s fate was part of a larger system. It reveals the middle figures like 
Tansykbaev who linked powerless victims with powerful leaders and helped keep the machinery of 
oppression in motion.  In The White Cloud of Genghis Khan, the old legend becomes a metaphor for Stalin’s 
rule. In the legend, Genghis Khan forbids women from giving birth during wartime, believing that absolute 
discipline is necessary for victory. But one woman secretly gives birth, and the khan discovers the truth. He 
orders both the mother and the child’s father to be killed for breaking his command. Their fate shows how 
absolute power can reach into the most private corners of life and destroy even the hope of a new beginning. 
Just as Genghis Khan was once seen as a mighty protector, Stalin too appeared to many as a guiding 
“white cloud” in whom they placed complete trust. But the ruler’s growing ambitions and the cruelty of his 
enforcers slowly dissolved that trust. In the end the white cloud faded, leaving only the harsh reality of his 
rule. 

MAIN CHARACTERS  

Genghis Khan (Temüjin) – historical figure in the embedded legend 
Erdene – captain of 100 soldiers in army of Genghis Khan, in love with Dogulang. 
Dogulang – flag embroiderer in Genghis Khan’s army, loved by Erdene. 
Altun – loyal woman captured in China, helps Dogulang give birth. 
Kunan –a baby of Dogulang and Erdene 
Abutalip Kuttybaev – the imprisoned protagonist, former soldier and writer. 
Investigator Tansykbayev – the state official tasked with interrogating Abutalip. 

SYNOPSIS    
 
The novella takes place in the 1950s, in the Soviet Union and begins with Abutalip Kuttybaev arrested as 
an “enemy of the state” because he had been a war prisoner and for writing stories considered harmful to 
Soviet life. In the Soviet system, returning prisoners of war were often treated with suspicion and could be 
accused of disloyalty. 

During a search, authorities found a note containing the legend of Genghis Khan, ‘The Sary-Ozek 
Execution’   and the investigator sensed a hidden political message. The narrative intertwined modern 
events with the distant past. 
In the legend, Genghis Khan led vast armies westward, accompanied by a small white cloud, a divine omen 
foretold by a wandering seer. To maintain the army’s strength, he forbade childbirth in the camps during 
the campaign. Despite this, Erdene, a captain, loved Dogulang, the flag embroiderer. She became 
pregnant, defying orders, and with the aid of Altun, a loyal woman formerly captured in China, safely 
delivered her child. They planned to flee, relying on secrecy, courage, and Altun’s aid. When Genghis Khan 
discovered the child, he commanded Dogulang’s execution. She refused to reveal the father’s identity, 
enduring the torment silently. Unable to bear her suffering, Erdene confessed. The lovers were executed 
publicly, witnessed by the army. Altun, left alone, carried the newborn and despaired. In desperation, she 
pressed her chest to the infant, and miraculously, milk appeared. Alone under the vast sky, with the white 
cloud above, she embraced her role, determined to protect the child. 
The tragedy cost Genghis Khan divine favor. The white cloud vanished, signaling Heaven’s disapproval, 
and the mighty conqueror could not continue his campaign. On the return journey, he died, leaving the 
empire to mourn. 
Meanwhile, Investigator Tansykbayev transported Abutalip, coercing him to name “accomplices” with false 
promises of leniency. Desperate for a final glimpse of his wife and sons, Abutalip saw them through a barred 
window as the train passed his home. At Orenburg, he seized a chance, leaping from the train to escape 
further torment, sparing the innocent. Tansykbayev, enraged, blamed the escorting guard for the escape. 
 
 



SCENES  
 
Part One: Abutalip Kuttybaev  

Abutalip’s Ordeal  In the dark Sary-Ozek steppe, Abutalip’s family waited for him, their small window 
glowing nightly. In an Almaty prison, he endured brutal torture, beatings, and sleeplessness, mocked by 
guards. He longed for his family, imagining escape, but reality crushed hope. Overwhelmed one night, he 
attacked a guard, only to be overpowered. He awoke the next day under a doctor’s watch, alive solely 
because Tansykbaev had insisted on keeping him alive. 

Tansykbaev   Investigator Tansykbaev used the case to advance his career, proving loyalty and skill to 
superiors. Six months earlier, a secret military tribunal in Alma-Ata tried Kazakh intellectuals accused of 
glorifying the past. Two were executed, two researchers received 25-year sentences, and others ten years. 
Officers like Tansykbaev gained promotions, medals, money, and new apartments. The case highlighted 
how even scholarly work could be criminalized, reinforcing the power of enforcers. Tansykbaev felt 
influential, valued, and secure in his role within the oppressive system. 

Tansykbaev’s Hope Tansykbaev, though not promoted, joined his colleagues’ celebrations with his wife. 
Guests enjoyed new apartments, warm food, and fine dishes.  The highlight was a speech by a newly 
promoted Kazakh lieutenant colonel. He declared that he had never believed in God, but now understood 
that the true “god” was Stalin, the leader who guided the nation like a caravan chief.     At a party, toasts 
“For Stalin” flew. He studied Kuttybaev’s notes on the “Mankurt” legend and the “Sary-Ozek Execution” tale 
planning an interrogation to expose enemies, and gain favor and promotion. 

Abutalip’s Longing  In February 1953, Abutalip Kuttybaev rode a prison train across the Sary-Ozek 
steppe. Guarded by Tansykbaev, he faced relentless questions about spies. Through barred windows he 
longed to see Zaripa and his sons, Ermek and Daul, praying the train passed in daylight. Snow and cold 
pressed on him, memories of home mixing with fear. Each mile stretched time, every glimpse of the steppe 
a reminder of freedom lost. The train carried him through despair, hope, and a cruel rhythm of fate. 

Fleeting Farewell  As the train raced, familiar hills and clearings blurred. Abutalip caught glimpses of 
Zaripa, his sons, and Edigey with the children, feeling the bitter sweetness of a fleeting reunion. Silent and 
powerless, he carried the pain within. At the station, under armed guards, he seized a chance, throwing 
himself under the train. Tansykbaev’s plan collapsed, chaos and fury erupting. Snow swirled, masking 
tracks and secrets, leaving fear, loss, and fragile human resolve in the night. 

Part Two The White Cloud of Genghis Khan 

Genghis Khan’s March to the West  Genghis Khan led his vast army across Asia toward Europe, 
executing a soldier and a young embroiderer along the way. Most of Asia was under his control, divided 
among his family and generals. Autumn rains swelled rivers and lakes for the horses. Three armies of ten 
thousand soldiers each marched with supplies, while Genghis Khan rode with five hundred guards, often 
slightly ahead alone, focused on the campaign, as women and provisions followed, making the journey 
even harder. 

Genghis Khan and the Heavenly Omen Genghis Khan rode across the steppes with his guards, a small 
white cloud following him and shading him from the sun. Long ago, a wandering seer, speaking through a 
Uyghur translator, had foretold a divine sign: the cloud would follow Khan as a blessing of his supreme 
power. But if it vanished, he would lose Heaven’s strength. Surprised, Khan asked how to protect it. The 
seer said only that it was his responsibility. Khan, restraining his anger, rewarded and released him. 

Genghis Khan’s Command: No Births  Two years before the Western campaign, Genghis Khan planned 
carefully. He knew every river, path, and danger in the lands ahead. To keep his army fast and strong, he 
banned births in the camps. Women and children, who usually traveled with warriors, became a burden. 



Life and nature had to follow the khan’s orders. Disobedience meant death, and everyone obeyed, driven 
by fear and loyalty.  

The White Cloud of Destiny  During the western campaign, Genghis Khan rode among vast armies, 
wagons, and herds, with a small white cloud above, a sacred sign of destiny. On his horse Khuba, he guided 
soldiers kicking up dust, banners waving in black and red. Messengers brought reports as the army 
approached the Itil (Volga) River before winter. For seventeen days, the cloud followed, fulfilling a seer’s 
prophecy. Drums rumbled each morning, calling the troops to rise, while loyal guards and a wolf pack 
protected the empire. 

Erdene, Altun, and Dogulang  At night, Captain Erdene approached a small yurt where Altun greeted him, 
assuring him the child was safe. He passed the horse reins to her and entered quietly, kneeling to embrace 
his beloved Dogulang. The hearth’s soft glow lit the yurt as Dogulang gently rocked their three-day-old son, 
strong and healthy. Erdene marveled at the baby, seeing his own features, and for a moment, the harsh 
campaign faded, leaving only love, family, and the miracle of new life. 

The Birth of Kunan and a Father’s Promise  Captain Erdene finally reunited with his beloved Dogulang 
and their newborn son. Holding the baby, he saw his love and longing reflected in the child. Dogulang, a 
skilled embroiderer, called him a dragon, linking his strength to her banners. Together, they named their 
son Kunan, symbolizing a strong, young steed. In the quiet night, they felt a fleeting peace, bound by love. 
Yet Erdene knew they could not remain; for their safety and the child’s, they had to leave the camp in secret, 
defying Genghis Khan. 

Escape Across the Steppe Captain Erdene and Dogulang planned their flight with care, knowing the 
khan’s wrath could be deadly. They stayed hidden in crowded cities at first, but with newborn Kunan, they 
had no choice. Erdene described the Jayik River, deep and calm in places, with thickets along the steppe 
offering cover. Dogulang imagined the river’s tragic song inspiring her embroidery as they prepared. Holding 
Kunan, they marveled at his energy and fragility, united in love and duty. Together with Altyn, they would 
flee, leaving the open steppe behind, determined to survive as a family. 

The Plan   Erdene planned their escape for midnight: Dogulang and the baby would ride in a cart with Altun, 
while he followed on horseback with a spare horse. They aimed to hide in the Jayik (Ural) meadow   before 
dawn to avoid the Khan’s patrols. That night, Erdene kissed Altun’s hand, grateful for her loyalty. She had 
been captured in China long ago.  Riding past sleeping troops, he prayed for his newborn’s safety. 
Meanwhile, Genghis Khan’s massive army advanced west, banners and columns moving like a living force, 
as the Khan dreamed of eternal rule, planning stone inscriptions to secure his power forever. 

The Forbidden Birth  That afternoon, Genghis Khan was informed that a woman in the camp had given 
birth, defying his strict orders. Arasan, the vigilant red-cheeked messenger, delivered the news nervously. 
Khan remained silent, anger and surprise mixing as he realized the child’s birth could have been easily 
punished by death. Shocked to learn the mother was a flag embroiderer, not a servant, he was struck by 
the oversight. Although her act defied his command, it reminded him of a past bitter and shameful incident, 
darkening his thoughts as he contemplated who else might be involved. 

Temüjin’s Haunted Past  Genghis Khan, remembering his youth as Temüjin, relived the trauma of Börte’s 
kidnapping by the Merkits, another tribal confederation. Though he rescued her, the fear and traces of 
another left a permanent mark. His eldest son’s birth constantly reminded him of that ordeal, and he feared 
the child might not be his own. Decades later, a flag embroiderer defied orders by giving birth, stirring the 
same wrath and sense of violated authority. Riding his loyal horse, Temüjin’s thoughts darkened, haunted 
by past betrayals and the lingering shadow of fear and vigilance. 

The Hidden Defiance  Genghis Khan rode silently, troubled despite the smooth march westward. A small 
disruption, a woman giving birth against his strict decree, weighed on him like a hidden thorn. Furious, he 
demanded answers from the wagon commander. Dogulang, the embroidery woman, lived secluded with 



her servant, surrounded by banners, and no one noticed her pregnancy until the baby cried. The father was 
unknown. Though the matter seemed minor, Genghis Khan felt bound by his own order. Defiance could not 
go unpunished, and the birth required strict retribution as his command left no room for compromise. 

The Lost Flight At midnight, Erdene tried to flee with Dogulang and her newborn, leading a spare horse 
like a hunted hound. Moonlight bathed the camp as he neared her yurt, but soldiers blocked the path. 
Dogulang, pale and trembling, clutched her child. Her faithful servant Altun cried out, pleading against the 
harsh blows, helpless to protect them. Erdene could do nothing. The guards lifted Dogulang, Altun, and the 
baby onto a wagon and disappeared into the night. Silence fell over the camp, broken only by distant barking 
dogs and the soft whinny of restless horses. 

Erdene’s Night of Despair  The fire near Dogulang’s yurt was fading, and the silent stars shone coldly 
over the empty place, as if accepting what had happened. Moving like in a dream, Erdene removed the 
bridle from his spare horse and let it run free. He wandered into the steppe without direction, tears blurring 
his sight. His loyal horse, Akjulduz followed quietly. Erdene felt lost, like a wounded animal cast out by its 
pack. Grief crushed him so heavily that he thought of ending his life to stop the pain. He fell to the ground, 
sobbing, clutching his knife as the quiet night surrounded him. 

The Punishment of Dogulang  At dawn, drums beat fiercely across the hill, calling the army together. 
Soldiers and camp followers gathered, surrounding the place where Dogulang, the embroiderer who had 
given birth in the march, would be punished. Carried in a golden palanquin, Genghis Khan oversaw the 
spectacle. Dogulang stood in the cart, supported by a young guard, while her servant Altun carried the 
newborn, trembling and fearful. The crowd murmured, women gossiping, enraged by her defiance. 
Dogulang whispered to Altun, worried for the soldier Erdene’s escape. With a final, sorrowful glance at her 
child, they were dragged outside, facing certain death under the horde of watchers. 

The Public Execution  At sunrise, the army spread across the vast Sarozek plains, awaiting Dogulang’s 
punishment. From his golden palanquin, Genghis Khan watched, under the white cloud above, as soldiers 
and camp followers prepared for the march. Dogulang, her hair messy and dress torn, held her newborn 
tightly, unbowed. The crowd shouted, demanding the father’s identity, their anger fueled by fear and 
curiosity. The execution was a warning, ensuring obedience to the Khan and the law. Dogulang’s calm 
defiance contrasted with the chaos, her eyes fixed on the path ahead, bearing her shame with quiet 
strength. 

The Secret Connection As the cart moved through the ranks, officers pressed Dogulang for the father’s 
name. Among the riders, Erdene on Akjulduz met her gaze, joy and pain flashing between them, unnoticed 
by the crowd. Dogulang regained composure, declaring the father was not present. The murmuring crowd 
could not break her courage. Her silent defiance, shared secretly with Erdene, became a quiet act of 
resistance against the Khan’s harsh authority. 

Demanding the Father’s Name Erdene bowed his head, forcing calm as executioners prepared the giant 
camel for Dogulang’s hanging, sandbag ready, drums rumbling. The officer demanded the father’s name. 
Calmly, Dogulang said she did not remember; it had happened long ago, far away. The crowd laughed 
cruelly. Pressed again about the man, merchant, wanderer, or thief, she defiantly replied that she did not 
know, maintaining courage in the face of imminent death.   

Erdene’s Revelation Suddenly, a voice shouted, claiming to be the father. Silence fell. Erdene spurred his 
horse forward, declaring loudly that the child, Kunan, was his, and Dogulang was the mother. He leapt from 
his horse, striking it to move aside, and cast off his armor and weapons. Walking calmly through the crowd, 
he reached Dogulang. Kneeling before her, he embraced her as she placed her hands on his head. In that 
moment, the two lovers reunited before the execution, defying death together, their bond unbroken in front 
of all witnesses. 



The Lovers’ Execution  The drums thundered across the steppe, loud and harsh, calling everyone to obey. 
Soldiers prepared for the march while the executioners tied Erdene and Dogulang together on a huge 
camel. The animal struggled and shouted, but under blows, it stood upright. The two lovers hung side by 
side, silent, their love ending in death. No one dared intervene. The steppe watched in grim silence as the 
cruel punishment unfolded, the lovers swinging with the camel, a tragic display of loyalty and love cut short. 

A Warning Across the Steppe  The camel, carrying the lifeless bodies, moved slowly past the army and 
the supply camps. Drums beat endlessly, filling the air with a chilling warning. Every soldier, every worker, 
every onlooker saw the cost of defying the Khan. The execution was meant to teach obedience and fear. 
The lovers’ death became a living lesson, a reminder that the Khan’s orders must be followed. As the bodies 
were buried in the prepared pit, the drums kept rolling, echoing over the empty steppe, a warning to all who 
might challenge the ruler’s will. 

Altun’s Miracle   The army moved west, leaving Altun alone with her newborn. She wandered the empty 
steppe, hungry and exhausted, unsure how to survive. The baby cried, and in desperation she nursed him 
herself. To her astonishment, milk came from her breasts, a gift from the heavens.  Kunan rested peacefully 
in her arms, while Altun found strength in their bond, embracing her role as protector and mother beneath 
the vast, empty sky, a small white cloud above. 

The Lost Cloud  Genghis Khan’s army moved west, banners with dragons flying, horses and wagons filling 
the endless steppe. He rode his strong, tireless horse, the land spreading forever before him. He wanted 
to conquer everything, to be ruler of all. Suddenly he turned sharply, looking for his white cloud that always 
followed him. But it was gone. The cloud had left him. At the River Itil, he understood that Heaven had 
turned away. He sent his sons and grandsons to conquer Europe, and he returned to Ordos (Inner 
Mongolia, China) to live and die in quiet, unknown lands. 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS  

Genghis Khan   

Genghis Khan is a complex figure, combining ruthless ambition with awareness of fate and omens. A strict 
strategist, he forbids childbirth in his army, yet the execution of Dogulang and Erdene shatters his 
invincibility and ends the divine favor of the white cloud. 

Ambitious Genghis Khan is defined by his relentless ambition. From his youth, he seeks to unite the Mongol 
tribes and expand his empire across Asia and into Europe. His strategic mind ensures that every campaign 
is disciplined and well-planned, including rules such as forbidding childbirth in the army in order to maintain 
efficiency. Even his moral and emotional struggles, like the tragic execution of the flag embroiderer and her 
lover, highlight the tension between his personal desires and his larger imperial goals. Ambition drives him, 
but it is tempered by awareness of fate and divine signs, such as the white cloud, showing that his power 
is both earned and fragile. 

Ruthless Genghis Khan, founder of the Mongol Empire, was defined by both ambition and ruthless 
pragmatism. From his rise to power, he eliminated obstacles, including rivals, rebellious subjects, and 
disobedient followers, using mass executions, terror, and intimidation. Villages that resisted were 
destroyed, creating fear that ensured obedience. Yet he spared those who submitted and incorporated 
conquered peoples into his administration, showing that cruelty served a strategic purpose. His harsh 
measures reinforced a disciplined military and efficient governance, consolidating power and loyalty. This 
combination of severity and tactical insight secured his empire’s expansion and enduring legacy, leaving a 
historical image inseparable from his fearsome ruthlessness. 

Intelligent  Genghis Khan was not only a fearsome conqueror but also an astute strategist. He unified 
Mongol tribes through diplomacy, alliances, and displays of power. On the battlefield, he combined mobility, 
psychological tactics, and careful planning, turning the steppes into a stage for military efficiency. He 



organized his army into units, each consisting of 10,000 soldiers, coordinated maneuvers across great 
distances, and employed spies and scouts to anticipate the enemy.  Brutal acts, such as mass executions 
or scorched-earth tactics, weakened morale. Beyond warfare, he codified laws, built communication 
networks, and incorporated conquered peoples, blending ruthlessness with pragmatism for long-term 
stability and governance. 

Fateful  Genghis Khan was deeply aware of destiny, seeing his life and conquests as guided by Heaven. 
He interpreted omens, such as the white cloud that followed him, as signs of divine favor. Every campaign, 
decision, and punishment was weighed not only for strategy but for its alignment with fate. Even in moments 
of anger or cruelty, he restrained himself, understanding that losing Heaven’s support could cost him power. 
His awareness of destiny shaped his vision, his patience, and his unyielding drive to expand the empire, 
making him a ruler both strategic and profoundly fateful.  

Dogulang  

Dogulang is brave, loyal, and resourceful, protecting her husband Erdene and newborn Kunan. Courageous 
amid danger, she uses her intelligence and embroidery,  a symbol of creativity and cultural identity to face 
challenges. 

Courageous Dogulang  agrees to flee with Erdene to protect their son, carrying the baby with love and 
without complaint, moving secretly through danger. Her loyalty and maternal care are matched by her deep 
love for Erdene. When captured and brought to the execution site, she is interrogated to reveal the father 
of her child, yet despite shame and looming judgment, she bravely keeps her secret, demonstrating 
steadfastness, resilience, and unwavering courage in the face of threat. 

Talented    Dogulang was a gifted flag embroiderer who crafted the empire’s golden standards, stitching 
powerful dragon motifs that symbolized awe and authority. With her skilled hands she shaped the very 
emblems of power. 

Loyal  Dogulang, talented embroiderer of the empire’s golden standards, devoted every stitch of her 
dragons to Erdene. She told him softly that each dragon on her banners was truly him. In her dreams the 
dragon came alive, embracing her and carrying her through the sky, shifting between beast and man. She 
called him her fiery dragon and insisted she had never spoken in jest. “It is you I embroider on every 
banner,” she said. “And now it seems I have given birth to the dragon.” 

Maternal Dogulang showed a quiet, unwavering tenderness toward her baby. She carried the child through 
danger without a single complaint, shielding it with her own body during their secret escape. Even in fear 
and exhaustion, her hands were gentle, her voice soft, her love steady. At the place of execution she held 
no anger, only a fierce resolve to protect her child’s father. Despite shame, judgement, and cruel demands, 
she guarded the baby’s origins with a mother’s courage. Her kindness lived in every breath she gave to 
keep her child safe. 

Erdene 

Erdene, captain of a hundred soldiers, is responsible, brave, and compassionate. As Dogulang’s secret 
lover, he protects her and their child, defying danger and strict military laws, ultimately revealing himself as 
the father to safeguard their family. 

Responsible As captain of a hundred soldiers, Erdene bears immense responsibility with unwavering 
discipline. He rises before dawn, inspects his men, and maintains order through exhausting campaigns. 
Beneath this duty lies the silent burden of his forbidden love for Dogulang and their child. Standing near 
her execution, he conceals his anguish, maintaining firm posture, steady voice, and unshakable authority, 
never letting personal feelings weaken his command. 



Brave  Erdene shows a quiet, steady courage, facing danger and the consequences of forbidden love 
without hesitation. Even under threat, he stands firm among his warriors. When the moment comes, he 
refuses to hide, refuses to let Dogulang bear shame alone. He steps forward and reveals himself as the 
father of the child, protecting her dignity and the dignity of their newborn. In doing so, he risks his life without 
a second thought, proving that his   courage is  stronger than fear.                            

Compassionate Beneath his warrior exterior, Erdene feels deeply. He understands Dogulang’s suffering 
and silently shares her pain, honoring her strength and sacrifice. When he meets his son, he feels a surge 
of joy, naming the child and embracing the responsibility of fatherhood. His love for Dogulang grows even 
stronger, deepening with every moment of shared hardship and tender care. 

Altun 

Altun is a woman who was previously captured in China and later became loyal to Erdene and Dogulang. 
She plays a crucial role in helping Dogulang give birth and protecting the child. 

Loyal   Altun demonstrates unwavering loyalty by placing the well-being of Dogulang and Erdene above 
her own safety. She remains steadfast in her support, even when the consequences could be deadly under 
the strict rules of Genghis Khan’s army. From assisting in the secret birth to helping protect the child during 
the perilous escape, Altun consistently prioritizes their needs.   

Maternal After the death of the child’s parents, Altun was left alone with the newborn, bearing the full weight 
of his survival. She carried him tirelessly across the empty steppe, searching for shelter and sustenance. 
Despite her fear and exhaustion, she tended to him with unwavering care. When the baby cried with hunger, 
she pressed her chest to him, and to her astonishment, milk came. Realizing she could nurture him, Altun 
embraced her new role as his protector and mother. 

THEMES 

RELATIONSHIP 

Love       The main theme of the novella is love in the face of extreme hardship. The story explores how 
deep bonds, romantic, familial, and maternal, motivate characters to act with courage, selflessness, and 
moral integrity even under life-threatening circumstances. Characters such as Dogulang and Erdene 
demonstrate loyalty and bravery by protecting each other and their child, while Altun embodies maternal 
devotion, risking herself to nurture and save the infant. These acts of love and loyalty contrast with the 
brutality of conquest and ruthlessness of power, highlighting how human compassion and moral strength 
persist even in a violent, unforgiving world. The novella examines the tension between destruction and 
tenderness, showing that care, devotion, and ethical choices define humanity amid chaos and loss.  

Illustrative moment: Erdene entered the yurt, laying aside his weapons, and knelt before Dogulang. Their 
faces met, heads resting on each other’s shoulders, hearts joined in silent embrace. The newborn lay 
between them, fragile and new. In that moment, the world shrank to their love, their child, and the shared, 
sacred bond of family. Dogulang placed the baby to Erdene’s chest, guiding his hands to hold the tiny life. 
He marveled at the child, recognizing himself and feeling the depth of parental love. Kissing and cradling 
the boy, they shared joy, tenderness, and awe. Their son Kunan embodied their bond, their devotion, and 
the living proof of love’s enduring power. 

POLITICS 

Power       The novella explores the influence and reach of authority, both personal and political. Genghis 
Khan’s rule demonstrates how absolute power can control life and dictate justice, often with cruelty or 
indifference. At the same time, individual power emerges through moral courage, love, and resilience, as 



characters like Erdene and Dogulang assert their agency despite danger. Power is shown not only as 
domination and force but also as responsibility and the capacity to protect, nurture, or resist. The story 
examines how power shapes fate, tests human integrity, and highlights the tension between authority and 
compassion. 

Illustrative moment:  Genghis Khan was highly practical, calculating, and farsighted. Preparing for his 
European campaign, he gathered intelligence through spies, merchants, pilgrims, and travelers, learning 
every route, river crossing, local custom, and religion. He memorized everything to ensure strict discipline 
and success, allowing no distractions from his goal of conquest. During this planning, he issued an 
unprecedented order banning childbirth among the army population. 

Punishment      In the novella, punishment appears as both a tool of authority and a moral reckoning. It is 
used to enforce power, maintain order, and assert the khan’s control, as seen in executions and public 
shaming. At the same time, punishment often carries ethical and emotional weight, revealing human guilt, 
revenge, and justice. It underscores the consequences of actions, whether personal desires, betrayals, or 
disobedience, and highlights the tension between law, morality, and human emotion. Punishment thus 
becomes a lens through which power, justice, and human accountability are explored. 

Illustrative moment:  The khan left the execution, satisfied. The punishment had worked perfectly. Erdene, 
one of his own officers, who had been with the embroiderer Dogulang, caring only for pleasure, was 
revealed, and faced his punishment. Yet the khan remembered his past. His first wife, Borte, who had borne 
his eldest child, had once been with an unknown man, never fully loved by him. By punishing the Erdene, 
the khan seemed to settle the score with his own past, facing the weight of old wrongs. Fate and memory 
met in this harsh but inevitable reckoning. 

Domination      The novella explores the moral and philosophical tension surrounding the control of life and 
the act of killing. Genghis Khan’s strict decree forbidding childbirth in his camp represents an attempt to 
dominate human nature and the natural course of life. The birth of the child despite his orders emphasizes 
the resilience and sacredness of life, showing that even a ruler as powerful as Khan cannot fully control it 
without moral consequences. The story critiques the abuse of absolute power, highlighting that enforcing 
laws that suppress natural human development is ethically wrong. By punishing or obstructing life, a person, 
even a great leader, acts against fundamental principles of compassion, autonomy, and respect for life, 
revealing the injustice and moral cost of trying to control what is meant to follow its natural course. 

Illustrative moment:  The crowd shouted as Dogulang was brought out, her dress torn, hair messy, pale 
and frightened, carrying her newborn. They demanded the father’s name, mocking her, but she stayed 
silent. Then Erdene rode forward, declaring himself the father and naming their son Kunan. He threw off 
his armor, knelt, and embraced her. Drums beat loudly as the executioners tied them both to the camel. 
Amid the fear and chaos, their love shone brightly, strong and unbroken. Even facing death, they were 
together, showing that true love cannot be crushed, and devotion can endure even in the shadow of fate. 

PHILOSOPHY 

Truth       In Aitmatov’s work, the search for truth becomes a painful and morally complex struggle. The 
stories of Abutalip and Dogulang, as well as the behavior of the Soviet secret police and similar authoritarian 
forces, reveal how those in power often claim to pursue truth while using violence, fear, and torture to 
produce the answers they want. In such systems, truth becomes distorted, not discovered, because it 
serves the interests of survival, control, and ideological self-preservation. At the same time, ordinary 
individuals often hide the truth to protect loved ones, to avoid danger, or to prevent injustice that might fall 
on the innocent. This creates a world where truth becomes fragmented and relative: each person holds a 
version of reality shaped by fear, loyalty, love, or patriotism. The conflict between appearance and reality 
grows deeper as secrets, lies, and even “white lies” become strategies for survival. Aitmatov suggests that 
the moral value of truth depends on the intention behind it. When truth is sought through cruelty, it becomes 
a tool of oppression. When truth is concealed to preserve life and dignity, it reveals the human instinct to 



protect what is precious. Through these contradictions, the narrative shows that truth is never simple, 
especially in times of political conflict, and that the line between patriotism and evil can be dangerously thin 
when power is unrestrained. 

Illustrative moment: One of the most illustrative moments occurs when the authorities interrogate Abutalip. 
They claim they are “searching for the truth,” but the interrogation quickly turns into intimidation and cruelty. 
Instead of seeking real facts, they force their own version of reality onto him, demanding confessions that 
fit the narrative they have already created. In this moment, truth becomes a weapon used by those in power, 
and the act of “discovering the truth” becomes an excuse for violence. Abutalip’s silence, hesitation, and 
fear also show the opposite side of the theme: the truth can be dangerous, and sometimes hiding it is the 
only way to protect oneself or one’s family. This contrast between the authorities’ violent pursuit of truth and 
the victim’s desperate need to conceal it perfectly illustrates how truth becomes distorted, manipulated, or 
buried in authoritarian settings. 

Fate      Fate shapes the lives of all characters in the novella, from rulers to ordinary people. Genghis Khan 
wields immense power, issuing commands that affect countless lives, yet he remains constrained by the 
natural order and the flow of events. Dogulang, Erdene, and Altun face circumstances determined by 
chance, from forbidden love to childbirth and survival on the steppe. Their decisions are real but always 
intertwined with forces beyond their control. Even the khan cannot fully govern the outcomes of birth, love, 
or death. When a woman gives birth in his camp against his decree, he confronts an unexpected situation 
that challenges his authority, revealing his vulnerability. The novella emphasizes that no matter how 
powerful, all humans are subject to destiny, underscoring the tension between personal will and the 
inevitability of fate.  

Illustrative moment: The land stretched endlessly beneath the hooves of his swift mount, expanding beyond 
the horizon. Though a mere speck against the vast earth, the khan hungered to claim all he could see and 
beyond, seeking recognition as Master of the Four Corners. Stern and silent, he betrayed nothing of his 
thoughts until the unexpected event happened. He spurred his horse sharply, scanning the skies: the white 
cloud that had always followed him had vanished. Reaching the Itil River, Genghis Khan realized Heaven 
had turned away. He sent his sons and grandsons west, returning to Ordos to die in solitude. 

Symbolism       In the novella, Genghis Khan’s white cloud carries deep symbolic meaning. It represents 
foreshadowing and divine guidance, signaling that events, including wars, conquests, and personal 
tragedies, are influenced by forces beyond human understanding. The seer’s prediction grants the cloud 
mystical authority, reminding even a ruler as powerful and calculating as Genghis Khan that some outcomes 
are preordained and beyond his control. The cloud highlights the tension between human will and 
inevitability, showing that careful planning, intelligence, and strategy cannot override fate. It serves as a 
narrative bridge between the natural and supernatural, suggesting that the cosmos communicates through 
signs that wise leaders must observe and respect. Furthermore, the white cloud underscores the moral and 
existential weight of leadership, appearing at critical moments to remind both characters and readers that 
power, conquest, and human life unfold under the watchful eye of destiny, blending human agency with the 
cosmic order. 

Illustrative moment: Altun, abandoned on the empty steppe with her newborn, struggled to survive, 
gathering scraps and sheepskin. The baby cried, weak and hungry. Desperate, she called for help, but 
none came. Trembling, she nursed him, astonished as milk flowed. Kunan fed and calmed, forging a sacred 
bond. Under the vast sky, she saw a small white cloud and embraced her role, determined to protect her 
child. 


