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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 author’s works, written in Russian, were initially published in the journal Novy Mir.   However, 
this novella unusually, appeared in the Russian journal Znamya under the title Pegiy pes, begushchiy kraem 
morya in its issue No. 4 of 1977. The Kyrgyz translation was carried out  by  Ashym Jakypbekov under the 
title  Деңиз бойлоп жорткон ала дөбөт (The Piebald Dog Running Along the Sea). Another title used for 
the story is Көздөн учкан көк жээк (The Blue Shore That is Away From Sight) .The English translation was 
done by Alex Miller in 1981 under the title Piebald Dog Running Along the Shore.  The Turkish translations 
of the novella have been done by translated by Semnal Gökmen (2003 and 2013), Ketebe Y Mehmet Özgül 
(2021), and Refik Özdek (2022). The common Turkish-language title of the novella is Deniz Kıyısında 
Koşan Ala Köpek (The Piebald Dog Running Along the Sea), while a shortened variant sometimes used in 
publications is Ala Köpek.  A film (Pegiy pes, begushchiy kraem morya/The Piebald Dog Running Along 
the Sea) based on the novella was produced by the Dovzhenko Studio, a Soviet film production studio in 
collaboration with Germany, and filmed on the Sea of Okhotsk.   

Background         The novella is dedicated to Vladimir Sangig, born in 1935 on Sakhalin. Sangig was a 
native Nivkh, an indigenous people of the Russian Far East who traditionally lived along the Amur River 
estuary and the northern coast of Sakhalin Island. He graduated from the Alexander Herzen Pedagogical 
Institute in Leningrad and the Higher Literary Courses in Moscow.  Sangig returned to Sakhalin, creating 
the Nivkh alphabet, textbooks, and serving as writer, translator, and educator. A few years ago, Kyrgyz 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lN1IvhisSYA
https://ahmetandicenmtal.meb.k12.tr/meb_iys_dosyalar/06/22/256625/dosyalar/2022_12/30144051_Cengiz-Aytmatov-Deniz-Kiyisinda-Kosan-Ala-Kopek.pdf
https://ahmetandicenmtal.meb.k12.tr/meb_iys_dosyalar/06/22/256625/dosyalar/2022_12/30144051_Cengiz-Aytmatov-Deniz-Kiyisinda-Kosan-Ala-Kopek.pdf
https://www.angelfire.com/rnb/bashiri/Stories/piebalddog2015.pdf


journalist Abdyjapar Nurdinov met Vladimir Sangig, who recalled his friendship with Chyngyz Aitmatov and 
a Soviet-era promise to visit him in Sakhalin.  Aitmatov came as promised. The two bonded over their 
shared love of nature and hunting, and their conversation turned to northern traditions. Hoping to introduce 
Aitmatov to Nivkh culture, Sangig shared a traditional legend.   His grandfather Manzin, concerned that 
young Nivkh were losing traditional hunting skills under collectivization, once took him to sea to teach him. 
After they caught a seal, thick fog left them drifting. Relying on traditional knowledge, Manzin watched for 
the northern owl, which hunts on drifting ice and always returns to land at night. By following its direction, 
they reached shore. The experience became a lesson in cultural resilience.  When Sangig finished 
speaking, Aitmatov grew thoughtful. He urged Sangig to write the story and said he might also use it himself 
and would dedicate the work to him. 

MAIN CHARACTERS  

Kirisk - an eleven-year-old boy guided by Organ, Mylgun, and Emrayin to learn the ways of the sea. 
Organ - the elder of community 
Emrayin - Kirisk’s father  
Mylgun - cousin of Kirisk’s father  

SYNOPSIS  

On the rugged coast of the Sea of Okhotsk, in Russian’s Far East, it is time for eleven-year-old Kirisk, a 
boy of the Fish-Woman clan, to become a hunter. Setting out from the bay in a Nivkh kayak, Kirisk is 
accompanied by the elder Organ, his father Emrayin, and his cousin Mylgun. Only his mother sees   them 
off, sending him silently into the world to shield him from evil spirits, her love heavy but quiet. From the 
water, Kirisk glimpses the cliff of his village, shaped like the piebald dog running along the shore, the symbol 
of home.  The journey tests him at every turn. Adults gently tease Kirisk for his bravery, and he strives to 
match it, facing hunting, raw seal liver, thirst, and the unforgiving sea. A violent storm strikes, forcing the 
hunters to discard their catch and supplies to keep the kayak afloat. Then a thick, impenetrable fog traps 
them, leaving them drifting with dwindling food and water. Organ, Mylgun, and Emrayin make the ultimate 
sacrifice, giving up their rations and finally their lives to give Kirisk a chance to survive. Alone and 
exhausted,  Kirisk hears the wings of a polar owl, the same owl Elder Organ told him always flies straight 
to the shore. Kirisk follows the polar owl, keeping his small boat steady on the restless sea. A single bright 
star shines on the dark horizon, guiding him and he names it after his father, Emrayin, pleading for it to stay 
and help him find his way. He speaks to the wind, calling it by Elder Organ’s name, urging it not to stray, 
and to the waves, naming them Mylgun, asking them to carry his kayak along the owl’s path. Through the 
night, he clings to the star, trusting its light.   Kirisk wakes to the sun high, steadies himself on the boat, and 
sees the sparkling sea. The Piebald Dog runs toward him, the gray-blue coast and surf appear, seagulls 
call, and smoke rises from a signal fire. His journey nears its end, guided by nature and the dog.  The story 
closes with a song for Kirisk, echoing the journey’s trials and the memory of those who sacrificed everything: 

“Piebald dog, running along the shore, 
I return to you alone, 
Without Organ, without Emrayin, without Mylgun. 
Where are they? Ask me… 
But first, give me water to drink.” 

SCENES  
 
Okhotsk sea and the bay of the Piebald Dog  On the wild Okhotsk coast, waves pound the land and ice 
drifts offshore. Long ago, before land existed, the duck Luvr flew over endless water seeking a place to lay 
her egg; from her feather-nest, land slowly formed and life appeared. Humans learned to hunt, travel on 
snow, and sail the waters. At dawn, near the bay of the Piebald Dog, a Nivkh kayak set out. Three hunters 
rowed under the lead of an old, weathered man. Eleven-year-old Kirisk, on his first voyage, trembled with 
pride and excitement for the hunt ahead. 



The Beginning of Kirisk’s Life as a Hunter Elder Organ watched Kirisk and understood the boy’s 
excitement. This first trip to the sea was the true beginning of his life as a hunter. Everyone knew he needed 
to learn the ways of the ocean, but no one said it aloud. Only his mother guided him quietly, hiding her 
worries and protecting him from spirits until he grew strong. Moving through the bushes as she had taught, 
Kirisk followed the hunters: Elder Organ, his father Emrayin, and his father’s cousin Mylgun. They wore old, 
sturdy sea clothes. Kirisk, dressed by his mother and carrying a rifle, felt proud. This voyage was his 
initiation, the start of a path he hoped would one day bring him honor and a place among his people. 

The Journey to the Three Nipples The kayak glided over steady waves as Piebald Dog Cliff disappeared 
behind them. Elder Organ guided the boat with calm skill, moving as part of the sea. Ahead lay the Three 
Nipples, rocky islands where seals gathered. Kirisk marveled at the vast, dark water, wider than he had 
imagined. His heart raced with the thrill of his first hunt and fear of the ocean’s immensity. The men rowed 
steadily, and Kirisk tried the oars, feeling the sea’s living power beneath him. 

The Call of the Waters Elder Organ and his companions, experienced hunters, guided the kayak toward 
the distant islands, mindful of weather and prey. The sea called to Organ, offering him endless reflection 
and a sense of unity with the vast waters and sky. He pondered life and death, hoping his dreams of the 
immortal. 

Dreams of the Great Fish-Woman Organ often dreamed of the Great Fish-Woman, the mystical sea 
woman from the ancient legend of his people. In his dreams he carried her through the shallow waters, but 
she always pulled toward the open sea, as if reminding him she belonged to another world. When he awoke, 
her absence felt sharp and real. Even in old age, while working or watching the waves, her image stayed 
with him. The sea, sun, and moving water seemed to echo his longing. Only in dreams did he feel free, 
touching both the sky and the deep. 

The Mysterious Island Kirisk marveled at the endless sea as the adults rowed steadily, the kayak gliding 
over gentle waves. Organ sat at the stern, silent and watchful. Suddenly, Kirisk spotted a dark shape and 
called out. The men squinted until Little Nipple, a rocky isle, appeared. Excited, they circled it, searching 
for seals. At first, only rocks appeared, then Mylgun pointed out gray, spotted backs. Kirisk followed the 
hunters over cold rocks and ice, heart pounding, as the gray sky waited above for his first sea hunt. 
The First Shot Kirisk admired the seals’ soft bodies but remembered he was a hunter. He aimed as his 
father had taught him, but a stone slipped under his elbow, startling the seals into the sea. Mylgun’s quick 
shot struck the largest, saving the hunt. Kirisk panicked and missed, but his father urged him to reload. 
Exhausted, he learned patience, promising to wait for the perfect moment. Together they prepared the 
warm seal, eating the tender liver, and honored the island, scattering a piece of the heart for its guardian. 
 
Journey to the Middle Islet They left Little Islet behind, rowing toward Middle Islet before night. Waves 
rose and a pale haze covered the sky, making the hunters uneasy. Sunlight finally broke through. Thirsty, 
Kirisk waited as Organ poured cold, clear water into a cup. He drank slowly, feeling refreshed and 
understanding the truth: after hard work, water lifts the spirit and eases the soul. 

A Moment at Sea  After drinking, Kirisk gave each rower three-quarters of the cup. Organ explained they 
were bigger and worked harder, so needed more. Emrayin and Mylgun drank eagerly, finishing quickly. 
Organ smiled, puffed his pipe, and savored the calm. Kirisk admired the hunters, proud to be with them. 
The first seal was caught, and rest awaited on the island before tomorrow’s hunt. The boat slid over gentle 
waves, the wind steady, and for a brief, perfect moment, everything seemed right; peaceful, joyful, and full 
of simple happiness at sea. 

Kirisk’s Thoughts  Kirisk couldn’t imagine these people any other way. Grandpa Organ remained the 
same; tall, knotted hands, understanding eyes, a respected elder. His mother said he resembled his father, 
Emrayin, with brown eyes, strong teeth, and a black beard. His cousin Mylgun was smaller but strong, 
brave, and reliable. Far from home, Kirisk missed his valley and the people of the Fish-Woman. Suddenly, 
a thick gray fog rolled in, and a huge wave crashed. “Turn the bow!” Organ shouted as the storm tossed 
the boat, swallowing sky, sea, and faces. 



Lost in the Fog Water splashed over them, soaking their clothes and making them heavy. Thick fog 
surrounded the boat, hiding everything, and the waves tossed them blindly. Kirisk remembered tales of 
hunters lost in storms and now felt the true terror. The dark fog twisted over the water like snakes. Gripping 
Organ’s leg, he held on as everyone struggled to keep the boat upright. Perhaps it was midnight; time was 
lost in the endless darkness. The waves battered them without mercy, yet the hunters clung to hope. When 
the sea briefly calmed, Organ urged Kirisk, “Hold the water.” Together they bailed, trembling and hearts 
pounding, bound to the wind, night, and relentless sea. 

The Water Barrel  The storm hit again, tossing their kayak in giant waves. Water poured in. Organ grabbed 
Kirisk’s hand and said, “Hold the barrel. Never let it go. Without it we are lost.” Trembling, the boy clung to 
it, crying but holding on. Everything else went overboard, even the heavy seal. The kayak felt lighter and 
rose on the waves. In the dark, wild sea, Kirisk learned that survival meant obeying, holding on, and keeping 
the small hope they had, the barrel of life-giving water. 

The Sea of Vanished Horizons Organ woke to a world of white, silent fog stretching endlessly over the 
still sea. The boat held exhausted Emrayin, Mylgun, and Kirisk shivering beside the small barrel of water. 
Bodies ached, spirits were heavy, and everything else was lost. Time had no meaning. Organ felt the weight 
of responsibility as he carefully shared the precious water, knowing each drop and decision could mean 
life. Survival depended on patience, hope, and courage in the frozen, motionless silence. 

The Fog, Thirst and Hunger They drifted all day in thick, aimless fog. When strength returned, the men 
moved slowly, hoping the mist would lift and reveal stars or land. Organ kept order, bailing water and giving 
small sips, while Kirisk stayed close for warmth. Hidden under the barrel, they found salted dried fish. Night 
fell, the fog unmoving and cold. Thirst and hunger burned, but the sea held them in its endless, motionless, 
silent grip. 

Morning Thirst    At dawn, the fog barely lifted. The silver-grey sea was still. The men were haggard, eyes 
dim, hands shaking. Organ carefully shared the small water, giving Kirisk first. Each sip brought only brief 
relief. He took none himself, teaching patience, courage, and restraint in the silent, endless fog.  

Choice to Move Kirisk froze as the men fell silent. Organ handed him the cup, urging him to drink, but the 
boy refused, thinking of others first. Organ’s hand trembled; “You must live long,” he said. Emrayin asked 
where to go, Mylgun shouted they must move. Rowing fiercely, water splashing and oars creaking, the boat 
leapt through the endless fog. Breath came in gasps, faces glistened with sweat, and Kirisk clutched the 
barrel in fear. Organ sat silent, eyes wet. Muscles tired, speed faded, and finally the oars sank, leaving only 
the dark, motionless fog around them. 

Bitter clarity came  The fog held them fast, unmoving, while the boat drifted in aimless circles. Organ 
spoke slowly, voice heavy: the fog could last days. Food was nearly gone, water precious; each could drink 
only a little to survive. Bodies ached, thirst burned, but reason held. Organ’s lined face hardened with pain, 
eyes glistening. Hope rested on patience, watching for wind, stars, or a distant bird to guide them toward 
land. 

Mylgun’s Despair Mylgun rose on the bow, furious, shouting at the unseen wind spirit, cursing, begging, 
demanding a storm. He flung his paddle, then collapsed, weeping for his children. Silence filled the foggy 
sea. Kirisk trembled; Organ squeezed his hand, whispering it would pass. Slowly Mylgun calmed, shivering 
in the thick, unyielding fog. Emrayin paddled quietly; the boat barely moved. Organ, lost in thought, recalled 
his Fish-Woman. Kirisk asked about the agukuk, a polar owl. Evening came, Mylgun fainted, water given 
sparingly. Organ drank none, solemn as a lone hawk. Night fell, fog endless and gray, trapping the four, 
hungry, parched, and hopeless. 

The Blue Mouse   Exhausted and parched in the endless fog, Kirisk remembered his mother’s childhood 
lesson: call the “blue mouse” for water. Whispering the chant, he clung to hope as hunger and thirst gnawed 
at him. Around him, Organ and Emrayin spoke quietly, solemn and tired, while his father rowed unseen. In 



dreams, Kirisk walked across the boundless sea, seeking water, with Luvr the duck circling above. Waves 
rippled, sunlight glinted, yet no land appeared; only the endless, gray sea held them captive. 

The Vanishing of Grandpa Organ Kirisk awoke from a terrifying dream of endless water, the duck Luvr 
flying away and leaving him alone with his thirst. Tears still on his face, he reached for Organ, but the old 

man was gone. Emrayin held the boy close, whispering that Organ had left to join the Fish‑Woman. The 
three survivors drifted through the blinding fog, weakened by thirst and hunger. Even the last sips of stale 
water brought no relief. Silence and despair settled over them as the boat wandered aimlessly, and Kirisk 
repeated his only hope: “Blue mouse, give me water.” 

Blue Mouse, Give Me Water  Kirisk whispered, “Blue mouse, give me water!” remembering childhood 
games with Muzluk, rolling on grassy hills, laughing, tumbling, and drinking from the forest stream. Their 
joy and secret love filled him with warmth. But thirst and longing returned, harsh and relentless. Desperately, 
he cried to the memory of his magical savior. 

Mylgun was gone In the endless foggy sea, Mylgun, consumed by unbearable thirst, scooped and drank 
bitter, brackish water from the ocean. Defiant, he resisted Emrayin’s frantic attempts to stop him, insisting 
he must face the end alone. Trembling and gasping, he gathered his last strength, gripped the boat’s edge, 
and carefully swung himself overboard. The cold water engulfed him instantly. He thrashed once, calling 
out hoarsely, then sank beneath the surface, the fog swallowing both his form and his voice. Emrayin spun 
the boat back, heartsick and shouting, but Mylgun was gone; he vanished into the silent, gray expanse, 
leaving only ripples fading across the calm, empty sea. 

Alone in the Fog The whole day they drifted in circles, crushed by grief. For the first time, Kirisk saw his 
father cry. With Mylgun gone, only father and son remained in the darkening fog. When evening 
approached, Emrayin finally let Kirisk drink. The boy swallowed every drop, though almost no water 
remained. Emrayin saved his own share for the child, trying to calm him, but Kirisk understood the sacrifice. 
Weak and drifting aimlessly, they rowed through the silence as Emrayin gathered the courage for a painful 
conversation he could no longer postpone. 

The Father’s Last Resolve  The fog pressed heavy as Emrayin felt strength slipping, hunger and thirst 
gnawing, yet all his thought clung to Kirisk, trembling beside him. He would soon leave the boat as Mylgun 
had so his son might drink the last precious water. Memories surged, once a falling tree, his only thought 
Kirisk, and now he understood being a father, to pour oneself into another. Pain roared through him, yet he 
lingered, holding life for his child. Pressed in the dark, he whispered, Blue mouse, give us water. Love, fear, 
and hope intertwined as the endless gray sea held them still. 

Time was running out for Emrayin. He clung to two or three precious memories—his love for his wife, 
their secret understanding, and the joy of expecting Kirisk. Now he had to part from his son forever, knowing 
Kirisk’s life might last only a day or two. Even in the dark, endless sea, he wanted Kirisk to remember the 
old men, Organ and Mylgun, with gratitude. He would leave so his son could live, hoping the boy would 
understand that his father’s love and sacrifices would continue in him. 

The Morning Without   Father  Kirisk woke warm under his father’s coat and realized the boat was empty. 
His scream echoed through the fog. He cried until he collapsed, blaming himself for sleeping while his father 
left. Alone in the shifting mist, he felt crushed by fear and guilt. Thirst tormented him; he crawled to the 
barrel, drank, and forced himself to stop, knowing only one drink remained. Weak and starving, he drifted 
in and out of consciousness as the boat wandered. Near evening, he tried to throw himself into the sea but 
lacked the strength. Lying helpless, he whispered: “Blue mouse, give us water.” 

The Last Night of Thirst  Kirisk begged the Blue Mouse for water, but none came. Thirst tormented him, 
and memories of cool forest streams, summer heat, and laughter with his mother and sister haunted him. 
Drifting alone in the fog, he felt only cold and loneliness. At night, seeing stars and the moon for the first 
time in days, he whispered goodbye to them and to his father. 



Guided by Stars and Wind The boat drifted through endless fog, hiding the sea in gray silence. Kirisk lay 
weak, drinking the last bitter water, ready to surrender. Suddenly, wings whistled overhead; a powerful 
polar owl swooped low. He remembered Grandpa Organ’s words: this owl always flies straight over the 
sea, even at night and in fog. Heart pounding, he grabbed the rudder and followed its flight. The mist 
thinned, revealing pale edges of sky, and a single radiant star appeared ahead. He fixed his gaze, trusting 
both the star and the owl to guide him. 

The Faithful Polar Owl  Kirisk spoke softly to the wind and the star, naming them after Organ and his 
father, begging them to help. He steered toward the star, following the owl’s path across the waves. The 
mist lifted, and dawn touched the restless sea with pale light. The star of Emrayin shone strongest, then 
slowly faded into the soft morning haze. Sunlight glimmered on dark, rolling waters. Exhausted but 
determined, Kirisk clutched the rudder, letting memory, wind, and the faithful polar owl lead him onward, 
guiding him through the vast, empty sea. 

The Piebald Dog Running Along the Sea: Home Village on the Coast  The sun had shifted when Kirisk 
came to himself. Struggling to rise, he saw the boat drifting on shimmering waves. Ahead emerged the 
Great Piebald Dog Bay. The shore appeared, seagulls cried, and smoke from a signal fire rose above the 
hill. Alone, without Organ, without Emrayin, without Mylgun, he asked for water, feeling the beginning of his 
song, the one he would live with. The sea roared, the wind blew, Mylgun waves rolled, and Emrayin’s star 
shone on the horizon. Day turned to night, endlessly. 

SUBPLOT: LEGEND OF THE GREAT FISH-WOMAN 

Three Brothers by the Sea Long ago, near Pegy Dog Hill, three brothers lived by the sea. The eldest was 
fast and strong; he married a reindeer woman and moved to the tundra. The youngest was a skilled hunter; 
he married a forest woman and left for the taiga. The middle brother, however, was lame from birth. He 
could not run after reindeer or track animals, and no one wished to give him a bride. When his brothers left, 
he remained alone by the deep blue sea, surviving only by fishing. 

The Appearance of the Fish Woman One day, while fishing from his small boat, he felt a strong pull on 
his line. Hoping for a great catch, he reeled it in and saw something unbelievable. It was a Fish Woman, a 
beautiful creature with a silver body, white breasts like pine cones, and green shining eyes. He lifted her 
into the boat. She embraced him, and they lay together as the sea and sky seemed to sway around them. 

The Lame Brother’s Longing When all became quiet, the Fish Woman suddenly leaped back into the 
sea. The lame brother cried after her, begging her to return, but she disappeared into the deep water. From 
that day on, sorrow filled his heart. Every day and every night he walked the shore, calling her name. At 
high tide he sang “Where are you, Great Fish Woman?” At low tide he sang the same. On moonlit nights 
he said the sea was his sorrow and the water his tears. 

The Child on the Shore Winter passed, then spring. One summer day, as he limped along the shore 
watching the waves, he suddenly heard a child crying. He ran toward the sound and found a naked baby 
sitting on the wet sand, waves washing over him. The child cried “Who is my father? Where is my father?” 

 The Son of the Sea The lame man was shocked, unsure of what to do. But the child looked at him and 
said “You are my father. Take me with you, I am your son.” The man carried the boy home and raised him. 
The child grew quickly, strong and fearless. He became a great hunter of the sea: with his nets he caught 
abundant fish, and with his arrows he pierced sea animals with ease. His fame spread far, and he married 
a respected girl from the forest people. Their children grew, and from them began the lineage of the Fish 
Woman’s descendants. 

 

 



The Festival Song 

Since then, people sing this song at celebrations: 
“Where do you swim, Great Fish Woman? 
Your warm womb creates life, 
Your warm womb gave us birth by the sea, 
Your warm womb is the best place on earth. 
Where do you swim, Great Fish Woman? 
Your white breasts are like seal heads, 
Your white breasts fed us by the sea. 
Where do you swim, Great Fish Woman? 
The strongest man will swim to you, 
So your womb may blossom 
And your people grow on earth.” 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 

Kirisk 

Kirisk is an eleven-year-old boy on his first sea voyage, representing youth, curiosity, and the journey 
toward maturity. He is eager and spirited, yet inexperienced, learning patience, courage, and the skills of a 
hunter. 

Curious  Kirisk’s curiosity drives his entire journey. At eleven, everything about the sea fascinates him: the 
endless waves, the distant islands, and the behavior of seals. He watches the adults intently, trying to 
understand their movements and decisions, and eagerly takes the oars to feel the rhythm of the ocean 
himself. This curiosity pushes him to ask questions, explore, and learn, forming the foundation for his 
growth. It also exposes him to danger and fear, but his desire to know and experience the world sustains 
him, shaping him into a thoughtful and brave young hunter. 

Courageous Kirisk is courageous, facing the unknown despite fear. On his first sea voyage, he confronts 
vast, unending waters, towering waves, and the challenge of hunting seals for the first time. His hands 
tremble and his heart races, yet he takes the oars, steadies himself, and follows the elders’ guidance. His 
courage is measured, not reckless, growing with each trial. Every fear he meets: holding the rifle, crawling 
over icy rocks, drifting through the fog, fortifies him, shaping Kirisk into a bold, resilient, and determined 
young hunter. 

Resilient   Kirisk is resilient, enduring hardship and fear without giving up. Despite exhaustion, thirst, and 
the endless fog, he continues to follow the elders’ guidance and survive each challenge. When his first seal 
hunt fails, he does not despair but learns patience and determination. He remembers the songs of the Blue 
Mouse from childhood, calling for water to sustain him. Every trial at sea, from icy rocks to crashing waves, 
strengthens his resolve, shaping him into a young hunter capable of facing the ocean’s dangers with 
unwavering persistence. 

Intelligent  Kirisk is intelligent, able to observe, understand, and learn quickly from his surroundings. He 
notices patterns in the sea, watches the hunters’ movements, and interprets guidance from Grandpa Organ 
and the night polar owl. Even in danger, he thinks carefully before acting. His intelligence and thoughtful 
decisions ultimately allow him to navigate the vast, unpredictable ocean and return home safe and sound, 
shaping him into a capable and resourceful young hunter. 

Organ 

Organ is a central character in the story, portrayed as a wise, experienced, and respected elder among the 
hunters. Often called “Grandpa” by Kirisk, he serves as a mentor, guide, and moral anchor. Organ embodies 
calm authority, skillful leadership, and deep knowledge of the sea and its dangers. 



Wise Organ embodies profound wisdom, cultivated through years of experience on the sea. He guides the 
hunters with calm, deliberate skill, understanding not only the waves and currents but also the moods of 
the ocean, the behavior of animals, and the rhythms of nature. He reads the water with a practiced eye, 
noticing subtle shifts that others might miss, and predicts changes before they become dangers. Rather 
than commanding with words, he teaches by example—showing patience, precision, and careful judgment. 
Every decision reflects deep insight, balancing risk and safety, and ensuring the survival of both the hunters 
and the young Kirisk, who learns through observing Organ’s quiet mastery. 

Patient Organ embodies extraordinary patience, the kind that comes from years of experience and deep 
understanding of the sea. In dangerous or tense situations, whether the fog traps them, waves crash, or 
water is scarce, he remains calm and steady. He carefully measures each action—sharing tiny drops of 
water, waiting for the fog to lift, or guiding Kirisk through the rhythms of rowing and hunting. His patience is 
deliberate and purposeful, showing that survival, skill, and mastery of the ocean require not speed or force, 
but careful observation, timing, and self-control. 

Traditional Organ knows the story of the Great Fish-Woman, the guardian of the sea and its creatures, and 
he passes this knowledge through example and instruction. He teaches hunters, including Kirisk, to respect 
the ocean, honor its gifts, and understand their place within the natural and spiritual world. This wisdom 
shapes how he navigates danger, conducts hunts, and guides the boy, blending practical survival with 
moral and cultural lessons, ensuring the traditions of his people endure through each generation. 

Emrayin 

Emrayin is Kirisk’s father, a strong, skilled hunter who embodies love, courage, and selflessness. He is 
protective of his son, willing to endure extreme hardship, thirst, and danger to ensure Kirisk’s survival. 

Protective  Emrayin is protective, placing his son’s life above his own. Throughout the voyage, he endures 
thirst, fatigue, and danger silently, making choices to extend Kirisk’s survival even at the cost of his own 
strength and safety. His love and sense of responsibility shape his actions, showing that true courage often 
lies in sacrifice and care for others. 

Selfless Emrayin’s love for Kirisk defines every action he takes. He restrains his own needs and desires to 
ensure his son’s survival, leaving the last sip of water for Kirisk while enduring unbearable thirst himself. 
Through patience, courage, and sacrifice, he teaches the boy the meaning of devotion and endurance. His 
final act of giving his life so Kirisk could live shows his deep selflessness and limitless love as a father. 

Mylgun  

Mylgun is Kirisk’s father’s cousin, making him Kirisk’s close relative and mentor figure. He is a skilled hunter 
and experienced seafarer who accompanies Kirisk on his first voyage. Brave, Mylgun teaches through 
example but can be impulsive in moments of extreme stress, such as when thirst and fear overwhelm him. 

Brave Mylgun is fiercely courageous, facing the sea’s dangers without hesitation. He rows through crashing 
waves, crawls over icy rocks, and hunts seals with steady hands and sharp eyes. Even in the endless fog, 
he confronts fear head-on, pushing his limits and enduring hardship. His bravery is not reckless; it is fueled 
by loyalty to his family and the instinct to survive, showing that true courage combines strength, skill, and 
the willingness to face the unknown despite danger. 

Impulsive Mylgun often lets his emotions drive his actions, acting quickly without full thought. In moments 
of extreme thirst and exhaustion, his desperation overwhelms him, leading him to drink seawater and jump 
overboard. His impulsiveness reveals both his humanity and vulnerability, showing how fear and suffering 
can push even the strongest and bravest beyond reason. It is a trait that contrasts with the careful patience 
of Organ, highlighting the dangers of acting without restraint in the harsh sea. 



THEMES  

LIFE 

Survival          Survival is central to the novella, showing how humans endure extreme physical and 
psychological challenges. The characters face the relentless power of the sea, freezing temperatures, 
violent waves, and disorienting fog that threatens their lives at every moment. Hunger and thirst push 
them to their limits, forcing difficult choices, careful rationing, and unwavering focus. Survival is not only 
about physical endurance but also about mental strength, patience, and cooperation. Each character 
demonstrates resilience in unique ways, whether by rowing through storms, following the guidance of 
elders, or maintaining hope when all seems lost. 

Illustrative moment:  In the endless, silent fog, the exhausted hunters faced their hardest test: sharing the 
last precious barrel of water. Organ measured each drop carefully, giving small amounts to each man, 
knowing every choice could mean life or death. Bodies ached, spirits faltered, and the boat drifted in still, 
frozen waters. Kirisk whispered of thirst, and the men waited patiently, relying on courage, judgment, and 
hope to endure the relentless, immobilizing sea. 

Death          The theme of death in the novella reflects both the harshness of nature and the fragility of 
human life. In Nivkh culture, life and death are closely tied to the sea, which gives food but can also take 
lives without warning. The novella shows how hunters constantly risk death when they go out into the open 
ocean, and how the sea becomes a place where courage, fear, and fate meet.  In the novella, death is 
portrayed not only as a natural force but also as a voluntary, conscious choice. This is shown most clearly 
in Elder Organ’s decision during the life-or-death moment at sea. With only a small amount of water left, 
Organ understands that the supply cannot save everyone. After him, Mylgun follows the same path, 
accepting death to spare the boy. Finally, Kirisk’s father, Emrayin, also chooses to die, placing his son’s life 
above his own. Through these decisions, the novella presents death not as despair but as an ultimate act 
of love, responsibility, and duty toward the future generation. 

Illustrative moment: In the endless foggy sea, Mylgun, overwhelmed by unbearable thirst, drank bitter, 
brackish water from the ocean despite Emrayin’s desperate attempts to stop him. He had decided to face 
the end on his own, believing he could no longer endure the suffering or rely on others. Trembling and 
gasping, he summoned his last strength, gripped the boat’s edge, and swung himself overboard. The icy 
water engulfed him instantly. He thrashed once, calling out hoarsely, then sank beneath the fog, leaving 
only fading ripples across the calm, gray sea. 

RELATIONSHIP  

Family         Family bonds and parental love are central to the narrative, shaping the characters’ actions in 
life-threatening circumstances. Emrayin, Kirisk’s father, embodies selfless devotion. Despite exhaustion, 
hunger, and thirst, he prioritizes his son’s survival, restraining his own needs and leaving the last drops of 
water for Kirisk. His ultimate act of sacrifice, preparing to leave the boat so that his son may live longer, 
demonstrates the depth of parental love and the moral responsibility of protecting the next generation. This 
love is practical, guiding decisions in moments of extreme danger. Kirisk himself relies on the memory of 
his family to endure. Amid the endless fog and harsh sea, he recalls his mother’s gentle guidance, the 
laughter of his sister, and the warmth of their valley. These recollections give him comfort, hope, and 
determination, sustaining him through thirst, fear, and exhaustion. They strengthen his resolve and guide 
his courage and patience, demonstrating that family bonds extend beyond presence and act as a moral 
and emotional compass.   

Illustrative moment: As the fog thickened, Emrayin felt his strength fade, hunger and thirst gnawing at him, 
yet all he thought of was Kirisk. Pressed together in the dark, he poured his heart into his son, enduring 
pain and fear to give him even a little more life. Love bound him stronger than the sea, stronger than 
suffering, guiding every breath and heartbeat.  



Parenting: Education / Upbringing          Chingiz Aitmatov often writes about indigenous people, their 
culture, and upbringing to preserve and honor traditional knowledge, moral values, and ways of life in the 
face of modernization and cultural change. He focuses on upbringing to show how children are shaped by 
elders, family, and the environment, learning courage, responsibility, and survival. He highlights the deep 
connection between humans, nature, and community, showing how customs, rituals, and oral traditions 
transmit wisdom from generation to generation. By portraying the Nivkh people of the Russian Far East, 
with their unique language, customs, and close ties to the sea, Aitmatov documents and celebrates their 
traditions, storytelling, and ancestral knowledge. In many indigenous communities, children learn by 
observing elders, participating in rituals, and practicing essential skills, such as hunting, fishing, or crafting. 
This form of education blends practical survival lessons with moral guidance, respect for nature, and a 
sense of responsibility to family and community.   

Illustrative moment: Four people go out to sea, and if fortune smiles, their return will be celebrated with 
honor. Kirisk, as a young hunter, would be welcomed with a festive gathering, singing praises to the 
generous sea, which multiplies fish and animals for the brave. The songs honor the Great Fish-Woman, 
ancestor of their clan. Logs beat like drums, and the shaman dances, speaking with Earth and Water, 
invoking blessings for Kirisk: that he grows skilled, shares his catch fairly, and that his descendants flourish. 
The shaman entrusts Kirisk’s fate to a guiding star, a protector unknown to all but the shaman and the star. 
His mother and little sister rejoice, singing and dancing, while his father Emrayin acknowledges him publicly, 
though at sea fathers and sons are equal. 

Sacrifice: Selflessness        The whole scene is built on sacrifice. First, the elders: Organ, Mylgun, and 
Emrayin decide to give up their lives so the youngest, Kirisk, might survive. They believe that if even one 
child lives, their people and memory will continue. Each man accepts suffering and death to save another. 
Kirisk’s journey also reflects sacrifice: despite weakness and fear, he uses his last strength to follow the 
owl and keep the boat moving, honoring those who gave their lives for him. Their sacrifice becomes his 
duty, his guiding star, and the force that pushes him toward life. 

Illustrative moment: Time was running out for Emrayin. He clung to two or three precious memories—his 
love for his wife, their secret understanding, and the joy of expecting Kirisk. Now he had to part from his 
son forever, knowing Kirisk’s life might last only a day or two. Even in the dark, endless sea, he wanted 
Kirisk to remember the old men, Organ and Mylgun, with gratitude. He would leave so his son could live, 
hoping the boy would understand that his father’s love and sacrifices would continue in him. 

Nature         Nature is   portrayed as powerful, unpredictable, and awe-inspiring. The sea, waves, fog, ice, 
and storms are not just settings but forces that test the characters’ strength, courage, and resilience. Nature 
shapes their lives, guiding survival and teaching respect through both danger and beauty.  The story shows 
humans as part of the natural world, not separate from it. Hunters like Kirisk, Emrayin, and Organ must 
read the water, follow the wind, and understand animal behavior to endure. The harsh environment 
demands patience, skill, and humility. Nature is both a provider, offering seals and fish, and a challenge, 
threatening life with storms, fog, and icy seas. The characters’ interactions with the natural world highlight 
balance, reverence, and survival, showing that human life is deeply intertwined with the rhythms, dangers, 
and lessons of the environment. 

Illustrative moment: Water splashed over them, soaking their clothes and making them heavy. Thick fog 
surrounded the boat, hiding everything, and the waves tossed them blindly. Kirisk remembered tales of 
hunters lost in storms and now felt the true terror. The dark fog twisted over the water like snakes. Gripping 
Organ’s leg, he held on as everyone struggled to keep the boat upright. Perhaps it was midnight; time was 
lost in the endless darkness. The waves battered them without mercy, yet the hunters clung to hope. When 
the sea briefly calmed, Organ urged Kirisk, “Hold the water.” Together they bailed, trembling and hearts 
pounding, bound to the wind, night, and relentless sea. 

CULTURE 



Legends          Chingiz Aitmatov writes about the Nivkh people to preserve and highlight their unique 
culture, traditions, and ways of life. He focuses on their close relationship with the sea, rivers, and land, 
showing how survival, family, and community are deeply connected to nature. Through stories of hunting, 
rituals, and legends, he illustrates how knowledge, moral values, and practical skills are passed from elders 
to children. By portraying their upbringing, songs, and myths, Aitmatov emphasizes the resilience, wisdom, 
and identity of the Nivkh, ensuring that readers appreciate the richness of this indigenous culture in the face 
of change. 

Illustrative moment: Long ago, on the shore near Pegy Dog Hill, three brothers lived. The eldest was swift 
and married a reindeer woman, the youngest a skilled hunter in the taiga. The middle brother was lame and 
alone, surviving by fishing. One day, while fishing, he caught a wondrous woman in the form of a fish. 
Overjoyed, he held her in his boat, but she eventually escaped into the sea. Heartbroken, he wandered the 
shore, singing to the Great Fish-Woman, calling her through tides, moonlit nights, and lonely days. Seasons 
passed, and one summer he found a crying infant on the shore, claiming him as its father. He raised the 
boy, who became a brave and skilled hunter, continuing the lineage of the Fish-Woman’s people. 

Symbolism: Sweet Home           The Piebald Dog Cliff (a village on the coast)  symbolizes home, safety, 
and guidance. Its shape, like a running dog with snowy patches resembling ears and paws, serves as a 
familiar marker for Kirisk, grounding him in his village and cultural roots even as he faces the vast, unknown 
sea. The cliff’s presence reassures him, linking his journey to a sense of belonging, continuity, and the 
enduring strength of his home. It embodies the idea that no matter how far he ventures, the memory and 
essence of home remain a guiding force. 

Illustrative moment: Near the bay of the Piebald Dog rose a cliff shaped like a giant running dog, its snowy 
patches like ears and paws visible from sea and forest alike. From this bay, a Nivkh kayak set out at sunrise. 
Three hunters rowed steadily, the eldest at the stern guiding the boat with weathered hands and eyes 
squinting against the sun’s glare. At the bow, Kirisk, eleven or twelve, clung with excitement, face freckled 
like his mother’s when she smiled. That day he joined real hunters on the open sea for the first time, eager 
to learn, to paddle, and to reach the distant islands where a great hunt awaited. 


