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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), Botogoz  
Bulak (Camel 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 (Piebald Dog Running Along the Shore), 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 was originally written in Kyrgyz in 1961 as Ботогөз булак (Camel Eye Spring) and 
later translated into Russian by Aitmatov and Dmitrieva under the title Верблюжий глаз (Camel Eye). The 
novella has appeared in several English-language anthologies. It is included as Camel’s Eye in Anthology 
of Soviet Short Stories, Vol 2, published by Progress Publishers in 1976 and translated by Olga Shartse. It 
also appears under the title Camel Eye in Mother Earth and Other Stories, published by Faber in 1989 and 
translated by James Riordan. In 1962, Larisa Shepitko directed a feature film Heat (Znoi) based on the 
novella. The film earned critical acclaim, winning a prize at the Competition of Cinematographers of Central 
Asia and Kazakhstan in 1963. It received the Grand Prize at the Karlovy Vary International Film Festival in 
1964. The film also earned a Jury Diploma at the 1965 International Film Festival of Asian and African 
Countries in Frankfurt, Germany.  

Background         The story takes place during the Virgin Lands campaign in the semi-desert of Anarkhai, 
now in Zhambyl District, Almaty Region, Kazakhstan. The Virgin Lands campaign (1954–1965) was a 
Soviet program to increase grain production by bringing large areas of unused land into cultivation, mainly 
in Kazakhstan but also in the Volga region, the Urals, Siberia, the Far East, and Crimea. Soviet propaganda 
encouraged many young people to join, promising a bright future and heroic work in developing the new 
lands.  

MAIN CHARACTERS  
 
Kemel – a teenager who works as a water carrier and wants to become a tractor operator  
Abakir – a tractor driver who supervises the workers 
Kalipa – a woman who helps Kemel with work 
Girl at Camel’s Eye Spring –  a young shepherd who tends her flock 
Sorokin – an agronomist 

 

 



SYNOPSIS   

The story unfolds in the vast steppe of Central Asia in the 1950s and 1960s,  within a small group of Virgin 
Land workers, isolated from the wider world. Kemel, a curious and modest young man, has just graduated 
from school. A dreamer and romantic, he is deeply attentive to life and the beauty of nature, full of 
aspirations and wonder. He wants to become a tractor operator but works as a water carrier. From the first 
day, the tractor driver Abakir treats him harshly. One day in the yurt, Abakir carelessly sets fire to the edge 
of a felt carpet with a cigarette. Another worker scolds him, and a fight breaks out. Kemel tries to intervene 
but fails, calling the women for help. During work, he meets a girl at a spring. She asks the name of the 
spring, and he answers, “Camel Eye.” They speak briefly, but Abakir interrupts them. Frustrated, Kemel 
leaves for the railway. The agronomist catches up and assigns him duties with the Komsomol (Communist 
youth organization in the Soviet Union), showing him the work site. In the evening, Abakir scolds Kemel for 
refusing to work as a water carrier. Kalipa offers her place, and Kemel accepts to work as a tractor operator. 
During work, Abakir demands Kemel scratch his back; Kemel refuses, leading to a fight in which he is 
beaten. Later, Abakir gives Kemel the tractor while trying to flirt with the girl at the spring, making Kemel 
jealous. Kemel finds a piece of gold in the plowed soil. Abakir pockets it but soon hands the tractor to 
Kemel, sitting aside, pale and weak. Eventually, Abakir runs off, leaving Kalipa unhappy and worried. 

SCENES  

Anarhai, a Virgin Land Kemel, a young man, managed to draw only half a barrel of water when Abakir, 
the tractor driver, shouted across the steppe, threatening him for the delay. Mockingly called the 
‘academician’, he alone hauls water, fuel, and supplies while two tractors work ever farther from the only 
spring. Life on Anarhai was harsh with drought, heat, and endless labor. Kemel came voluntarily, inspired 
by stories of virgin lands, but reality is small, lonely, and unforgiving. 

Alone on Anarhai Kemel worked cautiously under Anarhai’s scorching summer, where even stone thorns 
withered. Only a few people lived here: two tractor drivers, two helpers, a cook, agronomist Sorokin, and 
Kemel, the water carrier. News came rarely, carried by Sorokin from distant shepherds. Once, Anarhai 
seemed vast and poetic on the map, a wild steppe of legend, but now Kemel drove his four-wheeled water 
cart back and forth from dawn to dusk, feeding the tired horse and sleeping without appetite. Its beauty 
remained, yet human hardship shadowed every moment. 

Journey to Anarhai Kemel had come to Anarhai hoping to work as a tractor- trailer operator, dreaming of 
becoming a tractor driver. But upon arrival, he was sent as a water carrier. Standing in the cart, he marveled 
at the vast, green steppe, shrouded in distant mist, smelling bitter young sage and spring earth. The wind 
carried the sounds of open land and echoes of ancient battles. Yurts and herds appeared as if from history. 
A distant train’s whistle reminded him of reality. Ahead lay endless Anarhai, wild, beautiful, and full of 
challenge. 

The Academician   On his first day at Anarhai, Kemel felt exposed, his journey’s visions still vivid. Near 
the field camp stood an ancient stone statue, gray and roughly carved, its lifeless gaze scanning the steppe. 
The weathered right eye seemed empty and eerie. Curious, Kemel asked Sorokin who placed it there; the 
agronomist guessed “probably Kalmyks” and left. Unsatisfied, Kemel speculated with the tractor drivers that 
it might be a 12th-century Mongol gravestone, predating Kalmyks and Kipchaks. Abakir abruptly mocked 
him as “the academician” for knowing history but failing at practical work. 

The Burden of Work Kemel approached the tractor in silence, knowing the delay was his fault. Abakir, the 
hot-tempered tractor driver, shouted, but Kalipa defended him, pouring water into the radiator from his 
trembling hands. Kemel hurried to finish his tasks across the field, relieved when Abakir’s tractor finally 
moved. The man’s harshness weighed on him, yet life went on. Rain drizzled all night, keeping them idle in 
the yurt, while others rode out to the shepherds. Kemel carried on with his water buckets, wet and weary, 
facing the endless steppe and the stubbornness of men. 



Fight in the Yurt Inside the yurt, Kemel, Abakir, and Sadabek worked in silence until tension erupted. A 
dropped cigarette ignited the felt, sparking anger. The men clashed fiercely, flinging a wrench, rolling on 
the floor, and shouting. Terrified, Kemel tried to stop them, calling Aldey and Kalipa. The women arrived 
just in time to pull the combatants apart. Shaken, Kemel buried the wrench near the stone statue and wept 
alone. The misty, silent steppe stretched endlessly around him. Life was harsh and exhausting, yet he 
pressed on, determined to endure and continue his work. 

Hope for the Better Future At dawn, Kemel rose early, determined to prove himself. He fueled the tractors, 
filled radiators with water, and hurried through his morning chores. The sun slowly rose over the vast steppe, 
turning it into a frozen, azure sea with green and golden waves. Though just a water carrier, Kemel dreamed 
of mastery over the land and machines. He imagined hidden rivers feeding gardens and fields, towns rising, 
and future generations calling Anarhai blessed. One day, he hoped, someone like him would work here 
without struggle or scorn. 

The Camel Eye Spring The next morning, Kemel rose with the dawn, feeling strong and joyful, alone in 
the vast, awakening steppe of Anarhai. While carrying water to the tractors, he noticed a young girl guiding 
her small flock of sheep at the spring. Their eyes met in silent surprise, each startled by the other’s 
presence. She asked the spring’s name, and after a pause, Kemel answered, “Camel Eye.” They spoke 
quietly of school and their dreams. She planned to attend university, he to study mechanization (using 
machines to replace manual farm work). For a fleeting moment, Kemel felt warmth, hope, and a strange, 
thrilling connection in the quiet, endless steppe. 

Conflict at the Spring Kemel spoke with the girl tending the sheep. She was from his region and even 
knew his teacher Aldiyarov, which delighted him. She explained she had come to the spring to water the 
lambs with fresh water before heading to university. Kemel mentioned he would study mechanization, 
temporarily helping with the water cart. Suddenly, Abakir’s furious voice cut across the field. Kemel rode 
swiftly, water splashing over him, ignoring the shouts. Frustrated by constant abuse, he dismounted, threw 
the whip behind the tractor, and walked away, leaving the chaos of yelling and curses behind. 

Burning Frustration Alone in Anarhai, Kemel walked faster and faster, indifferent to direction, through the 
empty steppe, past the spring, the field camp, beneath the hill where the stone woman stood, her dark eye 
mocking. The plain stretched endless, gray, and lifeless, every rise and hollow the same. His morning 
dreams now seemed absurd. Beneath the vast sky, he felt tiny and alone, a wanderer in worn clothes. He 
thought to reach the railway and escape to people. Footsteps and horse snorts startled him. Sorokin 
appeared, returning Kemel’s Komsomol member pass without reproach. Slowly, Kemel followed, 
bewildered and silent. 

Tensions in the Yurt  That evening, everyone sat in silence by the crackling fire. The mood was tense, 
and Kemel knew he was to blame. Sorokin finally spoke, pondering Kemel’s future. Abakir mocked the idea 
of fate and blamed academicians for being useless, arguing they learned for years while others worked 
hard. He claimed he wouldn’t cover for anyone and lashed out at Sorokin  , declaring his independence.  
Sorokin cut him off firmly and turned to Kemel, asking calmly for his own thoughts, leaving the room heavy 
with unspoken anger and expectation. 

Choosing One’s Path Kemel hesitated, reflecting on Abakir’s harsh words. Though some truth lay in them, 
their cruelty baffled him. Calmly, he told Sorokin he had come to work as a trailer operator and could 
manage that, but he would never be a water carrier. Sorokin reminded him there was no other work, and 
Kemel accepted he might have to leave. Kalipa offered her place, and he agreed. The yurt fell silent. Abakir 
warned him with a cold gleam in his eyes, but Kemel stood his ground, ready to face the challenge. 

Uneasy Night That night Kemel barely slept, worrying about facing Abakir constantly from dawn to dusk. 
The work of a trailer operator did not frighten him, though it demanded stamina and precision, lifting and 
lowering the plow blade without slowing the tractor, assisting with maintenance and repairs, never handing 
the wrong bolt or wrench. Aldey had not slept either. In the dark, she came, sat beside him, and stroked his 



head, warning gently that he and Abakir were mismatched, that kindness would not impress him. Kemel 
simply replied that he would not try to please. 

Trial by the Plow From the first day, a fight began between Kemel and Abakir. He warned Kemel harshly 
and drove the tractor without pause, clearly testing his endurance. Beneath Kemel’s feet, sharp steel blades 
tore through virgin soil as dust, noise, and fumes choked him. Abakir never once looked back. Kemel said 
nothing, gripping the plow controls with burning focus, even when stones jolted him and sparks flew. By 
evening he was utterly exhausted but still waited for orders. Abakir coldly demanded new blades by 
morning. Watching him walk away tireless, Kemel felt anger and reluctant admiration. 

Night Work by the Spring Kemel sighed and gathered dry steppe reeds near the plow to build a fire and 
change the blades before morning. He went to have dinner. Kemel ate Aldey’s carefully saved beshbarmak, 
noodles with meat quickly and in silence, then took a lantern despite her protests. Others offered help, but 
he refused and went alone into the night. The steppe lay vast and wordless. He stopped at the spring for a 
drink, its quiet glow like a camel’s eye. There he remembered the young shepherd girl and realized he had 
never even learned her name. 

The Night Test  Kemel reached the plow and began working at once. He raised the blades, lit a fire, and 
used the lantern to see. All night he worked under the plow, loosening bolts, changing the blades, and 
feeding the fire when it died. It was hard and uncomfortable, but he did not stop until everything was done. 
At dawn Kalipa woke him, helped him wash, and brought food and drink. Abakir arrived, said nothing, and 
started work. Kemel now worked with confidence. At noon Abakir finally stopped the tractor and called for 
a break. 

The Breaking Point They sat silently in the shade of the tractor. Abakir smoked, then lay down in the sun. 
He ordered Kemel to scratch his back. Kemel refused. Angered, Abakir repeated the command. Kemel said 
Abaikir was a worker only by hands, not by soul, and spoke too proudly. Abakir snapped and struck him. 
Kemel rushed at him, but Abakir was stronger. Blow after blow knocked Kemel down. Abakir poured out all 
his stored rage, beating him hard and cruelly, until Kemel could barely stand. 

Silent Victory Kemel rose again and again, attacking in silence, aiming for Abakir’s face, while Abakir 
struck his body with cold precision. One heavy blow knocked Kemel to the ground, and he lay still, refusing 
to cry out. Abakir mocked him, then dressed calmly, thinking he had won. But Kemel understood the truth. 
Though beaten, he was not defeated. He had learned that dignity could be defended even with fists. When 
Abakir started the tractor, Kemel stood up, took his place on the plow, and continued working as before. 

Shepherd Girl Life slowly began to change. New horses and a cart arrived, and work became easier. 
Kemel and Abakir continued plowing together. One day, on the way to the field, Kemel saw the shepherd 
girl again by the spring. Abakir would not stop the cart, so Kemel ran toward her. They exchanged greetings 
and a few quick words. Kemel proudly shouted that he now worked on a tractor. She waved as he ran back. 
Though he had to hurry, Kemel felt light and happy, running freely across the spring steppe. 

Driving practice The next day, the girl appeared again near the field, standing on a small hill while watching 
her sheep. He noticed her at once and felt a quiet longing to walk over, even for a minute, but he knew 
Abakir would never allow such a pause. He did not even try to ask. When she came again, Abakir saw her 
too and asked mockingly why she kept appearing and whether he even knew her name. The remark stung, 
but he stayed silent. Soon the tractor suddenly stopped. Abakir called him over and, unexpectedly, stepped 
aside, offering his seat. He ordered him to sit and learn to drive. The young man was stunned. Without 
questioning, he listened closely and obeyed every instruction. 

 Abakir’s intention The tractor rumbled and moved forward along the field. He was filled with joy. He 
thought of nothing else and cared about nothing in the world. He had only one desire: to master the tractor 
and understand its mechanism. He had dreamed of this for a long time. Now the powerful machine obeyed 
his hands, tearing the soil with its tracks, and he himself felt like part of the mechanism, focused only on 



doing everything correctly. He turned at the end of the field fairly well, though without a helper the turn was 
rough. Still, there was plenty of land to correct mistakes. After several passes, he felt calmer and more 
confident. Abakir shouted encouragement, then jumped off the moving tractor and headed toward the 
shepherd girl. Only then did he understand Abakir’s true intention. 

Abakir Talks to the Girl Abakir stood near the girl, chatting casually, confident the work could continue 
without him. Kemel didn’t like Abakir’s trick, but he was thrilled to drive the tractor himself. He wanted to 
wave, call out, or greet her, but Abakir blocked him. For over an hour, he stayed in the cab, watching the 
girl herd her sheep. Abakir showed only his usual smug self, unaffected. Finally, he called Kemel back to 
his spot and smirked. The next day, the girl returned, and again Abakir left Kemel at the tractor while he 
went to her. 

Guilt and Longing Kemel worried as he watched Abakir talk to the girl, wishing he could warn her but 
knowing he could not forbid them from speaking. When she quickly left, relief washed over him. He silently 
apologized, promising himself that next time he would run to her instead of staying on the tractor. But she 
did not return. For three days they waited in silence. Abakir grew harsher, and Kemel’s own contempt 
surfaced. Feeling guilty for failing to protect her, he resolved to find her and speak honestly, dreaming of 
that meeting with hope. 

Storm and Renewal One day a sudden storm struck the field with wild wind heavy rain and hail The earth 
bubbled with boiling puddles Abakir did not slow the tractor he pressed it forward never glancing back at 
Kemel who sat drenched under the downpour Mud clung to the plow the frame and Kemel’s legs but he 
refused to leave his post only protecting his notebook from water As abruptly as it began the storm passed 
The sky opened into endless turquoise the steppe gleamed and a rainbow stretched across the horizon. 

 First Glimpse of Love Kemel felt a surge of hope, his dreams of Anarhai burning brighter than ever. He 
remembered the girl by the spring, her hair glinting in sunlight, her gentle eyes etched in his mind. Scribbling 
verses in his notebook, he tried to capture the land’s beauty and his feelings. Abakir mocked him, snatched 
the notebook, and threatened violence. Seeing Abakir’s anger, Kemel calmly said no one could forbid 
dreams. That evening, he quietly walked to the spring, embracing solitude to be alone with his thoughts 
and hopes, imagining the girl by the stars and planning to tell her about Anarhai after the harvest. 

Moonlight and Bitter Truths Under the rising moon, Kemel saw two gazelles stop at the edge of the 
plowed field. Frightened by the torn, unfamiliar land, they turned back, carrying sadness in the silver light. 
Later, in the yurt, Kemel overheard Abakir and Kalipa whispering. She cried, confessing hatred for herself 
and her painful love for him, now being pregnant. Abakir answered coldly, promising to take her to the city 
to make abortion after the work. Disturbed and saddened, Kemel covered his head, wishing to fall asleep 
and forget what he had heard. 

The Gold Discovery The sun grew hotter each day, and work in the fields became urgent. Kemel and 
Abakir plowed tirelessly, dreaming of finishing the season. While plowing a new field, Kemel noticed 
something flash under the plow. He jumped down and pulled out a heavy, golden-colored metal piece. 
Excited, he shouted “Gold!” Abakir came over, skeptical and uneasy. Kemel insisted it was ancient treasure, 
imagining it as a gold hilt from a Mongol sword. Enthusiastic, he described its history, convincing himself 
and a stunned Abakir of its extraordinary value. 

 Abakir left  Abakir weighed a fragment in his hand and decided to show it to others out of curiosity, then 
pocketed it. As they continued, Kemel thought of giving his find to teacher Aldiyarov, but the tractor’s uneven 
motion distracted him. Abakir drove strangely, sometimes slowing, sometimes rushing, black smoke filling 
the field. At sunset, he suddenly stopped, pale and uneasy, and asked Kemel to operate the tractor while 
he walked. Later, Kemel saw Abakir running across the plain and disappearing. Concerned, he called, but 
the evening shadows swallowed him, leaving only silence and dusk. 



Kemel Became a Tractor Driver Kemel walked through the quiet steppe, reflecting on Abakir, who had 
fled after finding gold. Kalipa brought water, crying over Abakir’s unchanged heart. Feeling pity, Kemel 
sensed the loss of her happiness. As she left, the steppe rested peacefully. Kemel assumed responsibility 
for the tractor, dreamed of Anarkhai’s future, and wished his beloved could witness it. 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS  

Kemel  

Kemel is a young, resilient, and passionate character, shaped by his work in the harsh Anarhai steppe and 
the rigorous demands of his mentor, Abakir.  

Courageous Kemel’s courage defines much of his character, showing both physical and moral strength. 
Physically, he faces the exhausting, dangerous labor of guiding plows and tractors under Abakir’s strict 
supervision, enduring dust, rain, and grueling nights without giving up. Morally, he confronts Abakir’s 
mockery, threats, and attempts to control him, defending his dreams, dignity, and feelings for the girl.   

Passionate Kemel’s passionate nature is evident in the intensity with which he approaches life, work, and 
his dreams. He throws himself fully into every task, whether plowing the fields under harsh conditions, 
learning to drive the tractor, or pursuing his vision of Anarhai. His emotions run deep, from his joy at 
discovering gold to his longing for the girl with the fringe. 

Curious Kemel’s curiosity earns him the nickname “academician” because he approaches the world with 
the careful observation and inquiry of a scholar. He studies machines, learning the tractor’s mechanisms, 
and notices minute details in nature, like the cautious movements of gazelles. His curiosity extends to 
people and history, as seen in his interest in the stone statue at Anarhai. This constant desire to understand, 
question, and explore transforms him into a thoughtful, analytical observer, earning the respect and teasing 
acknowledgment of others who see his scholarly approach to life. 

Idealistic Kemel’s idealistic nature shows in the way he dreams of a better future for the Anarhai steppe 
and believes in the possibility of beauty and justice in the world. He does not accept harshness, cruelty, or 
injustice as inevitable, but imagines how life could be improved. For example, despite Abakir’s threats and 
the grueling work, Kemel continues to nurture his dreams, writes poems about Anarhai, and believes in 
finding the girl to share his vision. His idealism drives him to hope and act, even in difficult circumstances. 

Abakir   

 Abakir can be described as a cold and strict man, driven by control and harshness. He often seeks to 
dominate or punish those around him, showing little empathy or warmth. 

Abusive Abakir is clearly abusive, both emotionally and physically. He uses his authority and strength to 
intimidate and control others, showing little regard for their feelings or well-being. He belittles and mocks 
Kemel, tries to suppress his dreams, and exerts dominance over those weaker than him. 

Conflicted Abakir constantly asserts control over Kemel, ordering him to perform demeaning tasks, like 
scratching his back, and testing his obedience through harsh physical confrontations. His recklessness 
shows a disregard for others’ safety; he carelessly threw leftover cigarettes onto the felt, risking a fire, and 
ignored Saadabek’s warning, claiming it was not his concern. 

Irresponsible   Abakir does not take responsibility for his actions; he engaged in a relationship with Kalipa, 
and when she became pregnant, he pressured her to have an abortion instead of facing the consequences 
of his behavior. This shows a lack of accountability, disregard for others’ well-being, and self-centeredness. 



Despite his relationship with Kalipa, he seeks attention from the young shepherd girl, showing he does not 
reflect on his actions or care about the consequences for others.   

Selfish  Abakir’s selfishness is shown when Kemel finds a piece of metal he believes might be gold. Instead 
of letting Kemel claim it or discussing it fairly, Abakir takes the metal for himself, putting it in his pocket and 
leaving. This act reveals his self-centered nature, showing that he prioritizes his own gain over fairness or 
respect for others’ efforts. It highlights Abakir’s disregard for Kemel and his achievements, reinforcing his 
character as someone who exploits situations for personal benefit without concern for the feelings or rights 
of those around him. 

Kalipa  

Kalipa is a young woman of strong emotions and deep attachments. She loves Abakir despite his harshness 
and abusive behavior.  Kalipa is sensitive and vulnerable, yet she demonstrates quiet resilience in coping 
with difficult circumstances. Her emotional nature makes her deeply aware of others’ actions and intentions, 
and she navigates love, disappointment, and hope with intensity. 

Loving Kalipa’s love for Abakir is intense and unconditional. She loves him not because he is kind or 
responsible, but because she is emotionally bound to him. Even after he mistreats her, speaks harshly, and 
leaves her pregnant, she does not stop caring. Her love is based on hope and emotional dependence rather 
than reason. This devotion shows both her capacity for deep feeling and the painful cost of loving someone 
who does not return that care. Through Kalipa, the author reveals how love can become a source of 
suffering when it is one sided. 

Vulnerable Kalipa is emotionally fragile and easily wounded by the actions of others. Abakir’s cruelty and 
unpredictability make her feel unsafe and uncertain about her future. Her pregnancy increases her fear, as 
she faces social judgment and personal insecurity alone. She often internalizes blame, believing that she 
is responsible for Abakir’s behavior. This vulnerability does not make her weak, but it exposes how 
powerless she is within her circumstances, especially as a young woman in a harsh social environment. 

Resilient Although Kalipa suffers deeply, she continues to live and endure. She does not abandon her 
duties or withdraw completely from the world. Instead, she accepts reality and tries to survive within it. Her 
resilience is quiet and unspoken. She does not protest loudly or seek revenge, but she protects herself by 
moving forward step by step. This endurance shows an inner strength that allows her to carry pain without 
being destroyed by it. 

Emotional Kalipa experiences emotions openly and intensely. Her love, grief, fear, and shame are not 
hidden. She cries easily, reflects deeply, and feels the weight of every event. Her emotional nature allows 
her to understand people and situations intuitively, but it also makes her more vulnerable to pain. She feels 
guilt for things beyond her control and hopes even when hope brings disappointment. Her emotional depth 
adds realism and humanity to her character. 

Supportive Kalipa is caring and attentive toward others, especially Kemel. Despite her own struggles, she 
helps him with work, brings water, and offers guidance. She even suggests that he take Abakir’s place, 
showing trust and concern. Her support is not driven by self interest but by empathy. She recognizes 
Kemel’s kindness and responds with her own. This trait shows that even in suffering, Kalipa remains 
capable of generosity and human connection. 

 

 

 



THEMES 

LIFE STAGES 

Youth       \The theme of youth in the story is closely tied to maximalism, the intensity, idealism, and 
boundless energy of young people striving to live fully and pursue their dreams.   Youth maximalism often 
appears in coming-of-age stories or tales of pioneers, explorers, or revolutionaries, highlighting the clash 
between youthful ideals and the realities of life. In Kemel’s case, his youth maximalism is shown in his 
eagerness to conquer the virgin land of Anarhai, his tireless work, and his imagination about the steppe’s 
past and future. He doesn’t just want to survive; he wants to understand, explore, and leave a mark. He 
approaches work, love, and learning with absolute dedication, curiosity, and passion. Every experience, 
whether plowing fields, discovering treasures, or encountering the shepherd girl, is lived to the fullest 
without half-measures. His youthful maximalism drives him to take risks, challenge authority, and believe 
in the impossible, reflecting the restless, ambitious spirit of adolescence.  

Illustrative moment: Kemel had never been a student, yet he came to Anarhai full of youthful ambition, 
eager to conquer the virgin land. Labeled “the academician” by Abaikir for speaking his thoughts aloud, he 
still dreamed big, imagining the steppe as a vast, uncharted world to explore and understand. He worked 
tirelessly, transporting water and plowing fields under the scorching sun, following Agronomist Sorokin’s 
plans, yet always thinking beyond the daily toil. In his mind, every furrow, every ride across the plains was 
a step toward mastering the land, fulfilling his maximalist dreams of achievement and discovery. 

SOCIETY 

Pioneers      The theme of pioneers reflects the experience of a small group sent to cultivate an uninhabited 
and hostile steppe. Isolated from society, they become the first to bring labor, machinery, and hope to 
barren land. Their work echoes the broader historical moment of developing virgin lands, portraying both 
the enthusiasm of beginning something new and the harsh realities of survival. The steppe becomes a 
testing ground not only for agriculture but also for human character. 

Illustrative moment:   Kemel drives the water cart across the vast, dry steppe to supply the two tractors. 
The land is empty and unyielding, and he must navigate alone, carrying water, fuel, and oil for the machines. 
Despite the harsh sun and exhaustion, he persists, embodying the determination and courage required to 
tame the barren landscape. This moment shows the challenges of being among the first to work and live in 
a hostile, uninhabited land. 

Environment: Virgin lands          The novella takes place in the immense, sparsely populated steppes of 
Kazakhstan during the Virgin Lands Campaign initiated by Nikita Khrushchev in the mid-1950s. This 
campaign aimed to dramatically expand grain production to feed the Soviet Union and showcase the power 
of collective labor and socialist planning. Young volunteers like Kemel arrive full of enthusiasm, idealism, 
and maximalist ambitions, ready to conquer the harsh, untamed land and build a new life. The story portrays 
the contrast between youthful dreams and harsh realities: grueling labor, extreme weather, isolation, and 
conflicts with more experienced or rigid figures like Abakir. The steppes themselves are almost a character, 
symbolizing both the vast potential of Soviet development and the challenges that come with it. Through 
Kemel’s eyes, the novella explores how personal growth, courage, and curiosity intersect with the grand 
political vision of Khrushchev’s era, reflecting the hopes, struggles, and resilience of a generation mobilized 
for a collective cause.  The narrative captures the spirit of Soviet idealism, but also the human costs and 
the tensions between personal desires and collective duty. The Virgin Lands are more than a backdrop; 
they are a testing ground for youth, ambition, and the Soviet dream. 

Illustrative moment:  Though only a water carrier, Kemel dreamed of mastering the land and machines. He 
believed Anarhai could bloom with green gardens, flowing canals, golden fields, and thriving villages. One 
day, future youth would not struggle as he did. Standing with his water cart, he admired the vast steppe, 
feeling strong, happy, and alive. The sun rose bright over Anarhai, and the day began well. Kemel’s hope 



and determination reflected his vision for the land’s future, making him proud to be among the first to shape 
it.  The wind carried the scent of wild sage, and he imagined the echoes of the past, with nomads, ancient 
battles, and thriving yurt settlements. Despite the struggle, the endless steppe promised opportunity, 
growth, and the challenge of taming the Virgin Lands. 

Nature: Symbolism         In Turkic nomadic culture, nature holds a central place. Nomads follow the principle 
of doing no harm to the land, and water is regarded as the source of life. Kyrgyz and Kazakh proverbs 
emphasize that springs, rivers, and lakes are sacred, and people protect them, never polluting or 
disrespecting the water. Springs often serve as meeting points for young people, where subtle expressions 
of affection unfold. Boys and girls would gather quietly by a spring, sharing early feelings in harmony with 
nature. Camel’s eyes are considered a symbol of beauty in Kyrgyz and Kazakh culture, and many girls’ 
names, such as Akboto or Botogoz, reflect this ideal. For Kemel, the Camel Eye spring became more than 
a source of water. It symbolized life, youth, and human connection, linking the beauty of the steppe with 
the gentle presence of the girl. Her care for the flock and quiet demeanor reflected the nomadic respect for 
the land, making the spring a space where admiration, curiosity, and the first stirrings of affection could 
exist naturally. The encounter left a lasting impression, intertwining Kemel’s dreams, the steppe, and the 
sacred spring with the memory of the girl at Camel Eye.  

Illustrative moment: During one of his trips as a water carrier, Kemel discovered a small flock of sheep at a 
spring, carefully tended by a young girl. She kept them close to the water, and her face seemed familiar, 
like a girl he had seen in a magazine. Their meeting was unexpected, yet Kemel calmly drew water into his 
barrel. When she asked the spring’s name, Kemel paused, observing the round pool where the water 
shimmered faintly from his stirring. It seemed proper that their only spring should have a name. As he 
watched, the water settled, glowing lightly on the surface while darkening in depth. Turning to her, he said, 
“Camel Eye.” She smiled, admiring its shape.  For a moment, the spring became more than a source of 
water; it was a meeting point of curiosity, youth, and gentle human connection in the endless Anarhai 
steppe. 

POLITICS 

Conflict      The conflict in the novella is built around the strained relationship between Abakir and Kemel. 
It is not only a personal clash but a symbolic struggle between the old and the new, brute force and moral 
awareness, experience without empathy and youthful idealism. Abakir uses his seniority and physical power 
to dominate, humiliate, and test Kemel, while Kemel resists quietly through endurance and dignity. This 
conflict exposes how violence and authority are often justified as “discipline” and how inner strength 
becomes a form of resistance. 

Illustrative moment:  Kemel managed to draw only half a bucket of water from the spring when a furious 
shout cut across the steppe: “Hey, academician, I’ll smash your face!” Kemel froze. Abakir called him “the 
academician” mockingly because of his interest in history, after seeing him examine an ancient statue or 
gravestone in the field. The tractor stood silent on the far side, and Kemel knew what awaited him: shouting, 
insults, maybe even a raised fist. He was alone, supplying two tractors with water, fuel, and oil, while Abakir 
cared only about speed and threatened violence for any delay. 

Leadership      Leadership is shown through contrasting approaches embodied by Abakir and Kemel. 
Abakir wields power through fear, intimidation, and physical dominance, expecting absolute obedience from 
the small group of virgin land workers. His authority is strict, uncompromising, and self-serving, emphasizing 
control rather than guidance. While effective in enforcing tasks in the short term, his style breeds 
resentment, moral weakness, and eventually leads to his own isolation. Kemel, in contrast, represents a 
more humane and ethical model of leadership. Though young and inexperienced, he demonstrates 
curiosity, attentiveness, and responsibility toward others. He earns respect not through force but by showing 
care, fairness, and initiative. His moral integrity challenges Abakir’s dominance and highlights that true 
leadership relies on accountability, empathy, and the ability to inspire rather than coerce. When Abakir 
leaves the group after being confronted, the story emphasizes that leadership rooted in cruelty and self-
interest is fragile, whereas leadership guided by ethics and human connection endures. 



Illustrative moment: Kemel and Abakir  sat silently in the shade of the tractor. Abakir smoked, then lay down 
in the sun. He ordered Kemel to scratch his back. Kemel refused. Angered, Abakir repeated the command. 
Kemel said Abakir was a worker only by hands, not by soul, and spoke too proudly. Abakir snapped and 
struck him. Kemel rushed at him, but Abakir was stronger. Blow after blow knocked Kemel down. Abakir 
poured out all his stored rage, beating him hard and cruelly, until Kemel could barely stand. Kemel rose 
again and again, attacking in silence, aiming for Abakir’s face, while Abakir struck his body with cold 
precision. One heavy blow knocked Kemel to the ground, and he lay still, refusing to cry out. Abakir mocked 
him, then dressed calmly, thinking he had won. But Kemel understood the truth. Though beaten, he was 
not defeated. He had learned that dignity could be defended even with fists. When Abakir started the tractor, 
Kemel stood up, took his place on the plow, and continued working as before. 

RELATIONSHIP 

Love      Love in the novella is shown as painful and unequal, especially through Kalipa’s feelings for Abakir. 
Despite his cruelty, irresponsibility, and emotional coldness, she remains attached to him. Her love is not 
rewarded but instead becomes a source of suffering and self-blame. This theme reveals how love can 
coexist with humiliation and how emotional dependence can trap a person in an unhealthy relationship. In 
contrast, Kemel’s feelings toward the shepherd girl   are a mix of curiosity, admiration, and budding romantic 
interest. He notices her closely, her movements, her hair, her personality, and often thinks about her when 
she is not around. His desire to approach her, to talk, or even just watch her shows that he is drawn to her 
in a gentle, heartfelt way. While it may not yet be mature love, it is certainly a strong emotional attachment 
that hints at youthful infatuation and the beginnings of romantic feelings. 

Illustrative moment: Kemel hears whispering and realizes that Abakir and Kalipa are lying together. Kalipa 
is crying and speaks bitterly, saying she hates herself for loving such a man and knows she will regret it all 
her life. Abakir responds coldly, telling her to be quiet and promising to take her to the city after the work 
ends. Upset, Kemel covers his head, wanting to fall asleep and not hear them. 

Selfishness: Abuse          In the novella, the theme of abuse is embodied in the character of Abakir, whose 
cruelty and selfishness affect those around him. He exerts power over Kemel, forcing him to obey and 
treating him with hostility, while also manipulating and abandoning Kalipa despite their intimate relationship. 
Abakir’s behavior demonstrates both physical and emotional abuse, highlighting how authority can be 
misused to dominate others. The novella shows the consequences of such oppression, as victims struggle 
to preserve their dignity, independence, and dreams in the face of cruelty. Abakir’s abusiveness stems from 
his own unhappiness. Often, people who feel frustrated, unfulfilled, or resentful project their inner turmoil 
onto others. In Abakir’s case, his harshness, need for control, and cruel behavior could reflect 
dissatisfaction with his own life, regrets, or unresolved personal issues. His cruelty toward Kemel and others 
might be a way to assert some sense of power or purpose in a life where he feels powerless or trapped. 
This perspective adds complexity to his character, showing that his abusiveness is not just malice, but also 
a symptom of inner unhappiness. 

Illustrative moment: In the novella, Abakir’s abuse is vividly shown in his relentless treatment of Kemel 
during plowing. From the first day, Abakir threatens him, warning he might fall under the sharp blades, yet 
gives no guidance or concern. He drives the tractor harshly over stones and uneven ground, deliberately 
testing Kemel’s endurance. Kemel sits on the rigid metal seat, choking on dust and fumes, muscles taut, 
gripping the plow’s controls, yet Abakir remains indifferent. He orders Kemel to work without rest, inspects 
and criticizes the plow sharply, showing how he exerts power through fear, pressure, and emotional cruelty. 

 


