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OVERVIEW

Author  Chyngyz Aitmatov (1928—-2008), 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 stories like Ak Jaan (White Rain), Tunki Sugat (Night
Irrigation), and Asma Kopurd (The Suspension Bridge). His breakthrough came with 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 K&z Bulak
(Camel’s Eye), Birinchi Mugalim (The First Teacher), and Samanchynyn Jolu (The Mother Earth, 1963)
explore moral and philosophical themes. Later works—Janybarym, Gilsarym! (Farewell, Gulsary!), Ak
Keme (The White Steamship), Erte Jazdagy Turnalar (The Cranes Fly Early), Deniz Boiloy Jortkon Ala
Do6bot (Spotted Dog Running on Seashore), Kylym Karytar Bir Kiin (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 B co asmopcmese, ¢ 3emrero u 8odoro (In Co-
authorship with the Earth and the Water), reflect his commitment to human dignity.

Novel The novel was originally written in Kyrgyz under the title Samanchynyn jolu (literally Milky Way)
and immediately received high literary acclaim. It was first published in the January 1963 issue of Ala-Too
magazine in Kyrgyzstan. The Russian translation appeared almost simultaneously in Novyi Mir magazine
under the title Materinskoe Pole in the 1963, No. 5 issue. The English translation of the novel was done
by Fainna Solasko (Progress Publishers, 1965) under the title Mother Earth and James Riordan (Faber,
1989) under the title Mother Earth. The Turkish translation under the title Toprak Ana was done by Ulkii
Tamer, and published in Istanbul by Guin Yayinlari in 1968. In 1967, Kyrgyz director Gennady Bazarov
filmed the story at Kyrgyzfilm studio, with a screenplay by Chyngyz Aitmatov and Igor Talankin and
cinematography by Valery Vilensky.

Background The novel is dedicated to the author’s parents. It opens with an epigraph:"Father, | cannot
build a monument for you. | do not know where you are buried. | dedicate this work to you, my father,
Torokul Aitmatov. Mother, you raised us and made us human. Wishing you a long life, | dedicate this work
to you, my mother, Nagima Aitmatova.” Its original titte, Samanchynyn jolu (The Milky Way), reflects the
Kyrgyz belief that stars and humans are connected, with the stars mirroring destiny, nature, society, and
the nation. As they move across the sky, characters of the novel wish “to plow the land, sow seeds, and
harvest as a people,” celebrating the joy of life in the fields. The Russian (Materinskoe Pole), English
(Mother Earth), and Turkish (Toprak Ana) titles preserve this symbolic framework, in which Tolgonay
recounts her life to the Field, Mother Earth, the enduring and nurturing witness of human labor, memory,
and resilience.

MAIN CHARACTERS

Tolgonai — A brave, resilient woman
Aliman — Kasym’s young wife and Tolgonai’s daughter-in-law.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aa7cXbIZcmg

Subankul is Tolgonay’s husband

Maisalbek — Tolgonai’'s studious middle son.

Kasym — Eldest son of Tolgonai and husband of Aliman.

Jaynak — Youngest son of Tolgonai.

Village people — Hardworking, resilient peasants who endure war, famine, and loss.

SYNOPSIS

Tolgonai comes to the field, Mother Earth, her heart heavy with memories. Strong and unbroken, she has
no one to share her sorrows with. As a child, she is led to the fields at harvest, seated in the shade with a
piece of bread to keep her from crying. She grows running through the crops, guarding the young shoots,
driving livestock to the mountains in spring. Quick-footed and spirited, she stands out even without silk
dresses. At seventeen, she meets Subankul among the golden harvest. Together, they work and dream
beneath the endless sky. On clear nights, they lie on the grass, gazing at the Milky Way, tracing its river of
stars, and wishing for a life full of plenty and joy: “Let the land feed our people, let our seeds grow strong,
and let the fields bloom under our care.”

But war and fate sweep their dreams away. Subankul, Kasym and Maisalbek fall in the war, Jaynak
vanishes. Alone, Tolgonai and Aliman tend the fields, widows bound by grief. Tolgonai works tirelessly,
even planting empty fields. A man, Jekshenkul, steals her seeds and kills her horse, but he is later caught.
During this time, Aliman becomes pregnant by a shepherd who is already married. She dies giving birth to
a son, Janbolot. Neighbors and family help raise him, and Tolgonai promises the field, Mother Earth, she
will never forget her family. She tells Janbolot of their life, their work, and their nights beneath the Milky
Way, hoping he will understand the dreams that once guide them under the stars.

SCENES

Tolgonai’s Memories Tolgonai visited the Field, Mother Earth, on the Day of Remembrance, her eyes
tired and her heart heavy. She feared her grandson would not understand their past and resolved to share
her life, the lives of others, and their shared history. Under the Milky Way, she remembered her childhood
among the fields, chasing sheep and dreaming of beauty. At seventeen, she had met Subankul, a gentle,
strong worker, and they had fallen in love, building a life together with three sons. They labored, laughed,
and learned, finding quiet joy. At night, Tolgonai prayed under the stars, grateful for love, family, and life’s
simple blessings.

Tolgonai’s Sons Time passed, and Tolgonai’s sons grew quickly, each finding their path. Kasym became
a tractor driver and later a combine operator. Maisalbek, studious and ambitious, left home early to study
in the city, aspiring to be a teacher. Jaynak, handsome but restless, devoted himself to youth committees,
newspapers, and meetings. Tolgonai often worried about him, but Subankul reassured her that Jaynak was
learning life.

Kasym and Aliman The eldest son Kasym married Aliman, a clever, beautiful, and hardworking woman
whom Tolgonai loved as a daughter. That summer, wheat ripened, rivers swelled, and floods reshaped the
land. Tolgonai and Aliman worked side by side, while Aliman secretly gathered wild hollyhocks, placing
them on the combine. Tolgonai smiled, remembering her vividly in a red headscarf and white dress, cheeks
flushed, eyes sparkling with youthful joy, sensing her daughter-in-law’s quiet love.

Fields of Joy Harvest brought laughter and light. Tolgonai watched Kasym on the combine and Aliman
moving through golden fields. Wheat swayed, cicadas sang, and fresh grain filled the air. Working and
joking together, the family celebrated life. At day’s end, Kasym’s first bread of the new harvest tasted
sacred, symbolizing pride, love, and the bond between mother, children, and land.

Milky Way Night That evening, Subankul returned late, tired from the day’s work. Youth sang by the river;
Tolgonai recognized her restless Jaynak playing the harmonica (free reed wind instrument). She reflected
on her children’s growth—Kasym becoming independent, Maisalbek away at study. Riding home behind
Subankul, she cherished his quiet, tired presence. Moonlight shimmered over the fields, warm pollen drifted,



and memories of youth and first love stirred. Gazing at the stars, she felt fulfilment—life, labor, and dreams
had come together, yet the future remained full of hope.

The New Street A new street was being built at the village’s edge. Kasym, Aliman, and Jaynak worked
hard, making bricks and digging foundations. Subankul focused on walls and roof, while Jaynak suggested
naming it Komsomol. The village grew, unaware that this night would bring disaster.

WAR STARTS

The War Started Early that morning, they were harvesting wheat by the river when a young Russian rider
suddenly rushed into the water on his horse. Kasym shouted that war had started and organized the workers
to finish harvesting before snow. The rider, wet and bruised, sent a villager to alert the leaders, then rode
off. Villagers watched silently, troubled. Engines roared, and the harvest continued, life moving on amid
fear and urgency.

The Call for Kasym The harvest was hurried as men prepared for war, and much grain was lost in the
rush. Kasym received his call while harvesting. Aliman wept for him, and Tolgonay’s heart ached silently.
At dawn, they went to the recruiting office, facing their fate. Subankul urged Tolgonay to stay strong. The
next morning, Kasym drove his combine one last time and rode away, promising Aliman he would return.

The Call for Subankul After Kasym left, letters arrived from their sons. Maisalbek, at the institute, wrote
that he had been called to the army and was training as a commander in Novosibirsk. He sent his
photograph, and Aliman admired how handsome he had grown. Letters continued until winter. Then
Subankul was called. Tolgonay wept, mourning the lives the war had taken and fearing she might never
see him again. Subankul comforted her. When he left, Tolgonay became team leader at the collective farm.

Meeting Maisalbek Tolgonay received a telegram: Maisalbek’s train would pass through their village. Her
heart leapt with joy. She cooked his favorite foods and, with Aliman, went to the station. They spent the
cold, windy night on the platform, waiting as trains roared past. In the afternoon the next day, a train
approached, full of singing soldiers, but it did not stop. Suddenly a voice called out: “Mama! Aliman!”
Maisalbek clung to the wagon handle as it sped on. Tolgonay cried, and Aliman and a railway officer handed
her his soldier’s hat, which she pressed to her chest, whispering farewell.

Jaynak Left for the Front Life moved forward. Some perished, yet others toiled, tending fields and homes.
After two months, a letter arrived from Kasym. Aliman, trembling with joy, had Jaynak read it aloud, his
cheerful voice carrying words from the battlefield, longing for victory. As winter waned, Jaynak prepared for
the front without telling anyone, quietly helping at home to ease Tolgonay’s heart. When he finally left, brief
letter in hand, Tolgonay prayed, whispering hopes for his safe return.

Subankul and Kasym had fallen at the front Spring came, and people ploughed the fields, yet no letters
arrived from Subankul or Kasym. While Tolgonay worked the land, an old man approached with grim news:
an officer had come. At home, a crowd gathered; three women led Aliman. Sensing doom, Tolgonay cried
out. Neighbors whispered— Subankul and Kasym had fallen at the front. Aliman tore her dress, wailing,
“We are widows, mama!” Tolgonay stood frozen, hollow with grief. For seven days they mourned, singing
sorrowful songs, then shared a remembrance meal, vowing to wait for Maisalbek and Jaynak and continue
their labor.

Aliman’s Grief Tolgonay remembered her long life with Subankul — years of love, labor, and shared
sorrow. But Kasym and Aliman had barely begun; they were so young, so full of dreams. One day, she saw
Aliman in the field, gathering wildflowers, her black scarf trembling in the wind. Suddenly, Aliman threw the
flowers into the sky and fell, weeping. Tolgonay rushed to her, but Aliman cried, “Please, Mama, not a word.
The sun shines, the fields bloom, the sky smiles — but Kasym will never return.” Tolgonay wept too, unable
to tell her that life must go on, that love could someday heal.

Hunger and Theft In the third and fourth years of the war, the villages suffered terribly. Starving, people
scraped leftover seeds and nibbled early spring grass, while children’s eyes begged silently for bread. One



cold night in 1943, Tolgonay and Aliman discovered three stolen collective farm horses. Tolgonay chased
the thieves but failed. Suspecting Jekshenkul, a man recently had fled from the war, she replaced the
horses with young ones and donkeys. Desperate to feed the villagers, she persuaded the district leader to
sow virgin land.

Solidarity: Seeds for Survival One day, Tolgonay gathered the villagers and spoke firmly: all government
crops were for the war, yet there was no bread for the locals. She asked each household to contribute a
small amount of seed to sow the virgin land, to prevent starvation next year. Some supported her, others
resented it. Even her neighbor Aisha, widowed and sick, resisted. Her son Bektash revealed they had five
or six kilos of wheat. Tolgonay, though saddened, insisted it was time to share for the sake of the people.
She left half for Aisha and took the rest. Aisha wept, but Tolgonay pressed on, knowing the village’s survival
depended on it.

Greed: The Stolen Seeds They gathered two sacks of seeds, and Tolgonay delivered them to the field.
She sent Bektash and the boys to fetch tools, but unease filled her heart. When she arrived, she saw the
harrow overturned, the cart broken, and the boys lying bound and bloodied. Bektash whispered—the seeds
had been stolen. Mounting a horse, Tolgonay chased the thieves with all her strength. She caught sight of
them and recognized one—Jekshenkul, riding the horse once stolen from her shed. She shouted for him
to stop, but he fired and her horse fell. As darkness closed, she saw in the sky the tearful faces of the
women who had given their last seeds. “May war’s curse strike you, Jekshenkul,” she whispered before
fainting. Bektash and the boys carried her home, where she lay sick with sorrow and failure.

The Last Letter of Maisalbek Tolgonay lay weak and sorrowful until one day her neighbor Aisha came
with a bowl of sour cream. Ashamed of taking her seeds, Tolgonay lowered her eyes, but Aisha said gently,
“l, too, will serve our people. Tolgonay’s heart swelled with gratitude. Soon after, the postman arrived with
a letter from Maisalbek. “My dearest mother,” it began, “you who fed me with your holy milk. In an hour, |
go on my final duty. I will not return. | go to strike the enemy and die for our Motherland, for victory, for all
that is good. This is not death, but another kind of life. When a child is born,that is me. When the wind stirs
the wheat that is me. When the teacher teaches, that is me. Do not cry, Mother. Farewell forever. Your son,
Lieutenant Maisalbek Subankulov.”

The Hero’s Name When Tolgonay lost her second son, Maisalbek the village gathered in silent mourning—
no one wept, for grief had grown too deep for tears. Tolgonay looked at the blooming apple trees and the
blue, endless sky, wondering how life could be so cruel and yet so vast. Aliman came close, but Tolgonay
quietly turned away. She did not cry, remembering her son’s final wish. Later, the collective farm was
renamed in Maisalbek’s honor. His friends wrote that he had died bravely—a scout who set fire to the
enemy’s ammunition depot, giving his life for victory. His courage became the pride of the whole village.

WAR ENDS

Victory Day The war was over, yet peace came not with songs but with scars. Victory was no holiday—it
arrived through pain and sacrifice. That day, Aliman and Tolgonay were ploughing near the house when
she said the soldiers were coming home. They dropped their work and joined the crowd; even the old and
weary walked to the station. They said two wagons of soldiers would arrive. Hearts trembled with hope. A
shout rose—a lone soldier leaped from the cart. A girl cried, “My brother Ashyraly!” Though only one
returned, the village wept and laughed together, for his life carried all their losses. Tolgonay thought she
could still hear Maisalbek’s voice calling, “Mama, from the train...”

Hope never dies Aliman ran to Ashyraly, striking him in grief, asking where her Kasym was. He only
lowered his eyes—others would come later, he said. They walked home in silence. Tolgonay looked at
Kasym’s unfinished house—its bricks scattered, as if heaven itself had refused to let him build it. Then
Aliman, her voice trembling but kind, whispered, “Mom, let's wait for Jaynak. He will return.” Her hope lit
the dull sky, and Tolgonay’s heart stirred. They went back to the fields, the air heavy with rain. The first
drops fell softly, and Aliman smiled, saying it would be a good harvest year. She scattered corn seeds over



the soil, murmuring, “This is for Jaynak’s return.” And for the first time in many years, Tolgonay and Aliman
smiled through our tears, as rain blessed the earth and hope took root again.

After the War Seasons passed, the corn ripened, yet Jaynak never returned. Life slowly healed—fields
blossomed, hunger faded, and Tolgonay left her post as team leader. Still, peace brought no rest. She and
Aliman, two widows under one roof, shared both sorrow and silence. When distant relatives visited,
Tolgonay hinted that Aliman might start a new life. But Aliman’s eyes flashed with pride. “Whether | leave
or stay is my choice,” she said. Tolgonay’s heart softened with gratitude—for in Aliman’s quiet strength,
she saw the same courage that had carried them through the war.

The Shepherd’s Gift That autumn of 1946, a shepherd was driving his flock along the riverbed—unaware
that fate was quietly turning another page in Tolgonay’s life. That young shepherd, skilled and daring, took
part in the goat-grabbing game held for a wedding. While Tolgonay and Aliman were preparing to go,
someone galloped past and dropped a goat at their gate. Tolgonay ran out—it was the shepherd, proud in
his uniform, his horse prancing beneath him. “Why this, son?” she asked. “Who’s home?” he replied, then
lifted the goat and sped away as others chased him. Later, when Aliman stepped outside in her silk dress
and bright shawl, lowering her eyes in embarrassment, Tolgonay realized—the shepherd’s daring gift, in
keeping with the old custom, had been meant for her.

Aliman’s Choice “Let's go, Mama,” Aliman whispered, and Tolgonay realized the young shepherd had
come for her. She had seen Aliman fetching water each evening, returning late. Her heart ached—not from
jealousy, but from care, wishing Aliman happiness while fearing for her in a new home. That evening,
Aliman washed and brushed Tolgonay’s hair like a child, applying old perfume, speaking softly of her
mother’s youth. Soon it became clear—Aliman had been meeting the shepherd, spending evenings with
him. Tolgonay’s heart overflowed with love and sorrow. That night neither slept, and Tolgonay silently
resolved to let Aliman choose her own path.

Aliman’s Night of Sorrow One night, Tolgonay waited for Aliman, the household asleep. Suddenly, Aliman
appeared in the doorway, disheveled, dress torn, hair messy, eyes glazed—drunk for the first time. Gripping
the stove, she whispered, trembling, about something that had happened by the river. Tolgonay embraced
her, urging her to speak, but Aliman only wept, calling out for her mother, lamenting her helplessness.
Aliman sobbed into Tolgonay’s arms, finally calmed, and in the morning quietly apologized without
mentioning the night.

Justice Confronted Three months after the war, Jekshenkul, the deserter,and thief was caught for secretly
returning from Kazakhstan and stealing livestock. Tolgonay was called as a withess. At the council,
Jekshenkul denied all accusations, but Tolgonay shouted from the window, telling him he was lying and
recounting how he stole horses and seeds while villagers struggled through the war. After the hearing, his
angry wife attacked Tolgonay, blaming her and revealing Aliman’s pregnancy out of wedlock. Bystanders
restrained her. Tolgonay returned home quietly, shaken but firm, knowing she had spoken the truth.

Aliman’s Pregnancy In the months that followed, Tolgonay noticed Aliman growing distant and withdrawn,
avoiding friends and conversation. By late summer, Aliman was visibly pregnant. She assumed it was the
shepherd, yet the truth was heavier than expected. One morning, a boy brought news that a neighbor had
given birth to a girl named Torgoy (Lark at dawn), filling Tolgonay with warmth and hope. She tried to share
her joy with Aliman, who quietly lowered her eyes, embarrassed. Tolgonay wanted to comfort her,
reassuring her that she had nothing to be ashamed of and that her child would be loved and cherished.

Aliman Left and Returned Tolgonay prepared to reassure Aliman about her pregnancy, but that evening,
Aliman quietly left for Kayingdy village without warning. Concerned, Tolgonay set out after her. On the road,
she finally spotted Aliman walking back home. Overcome with relief, they embraced, cried, and kissed,
sharing the longing of days apart. Aliman gently placed her hands on her belly as the baby kicked, filling
Tolgonay with joy and love. She vowed to care for the child as her own. When Tolgonay tried to ask why
Aliman had left, the young woman remained silent, too distressed to answer.



Aliman’s Struggling in Labor That autumn was long and rainy. Aliman grew quiet and withdrawn,
carrying her pregnancy heavily. Despite Tolgonay’s efforts to cheer her, nothing worked. One day, Aliman
insisted on going to the river, scolding Tolgonay for following her. That night, she disappeared. Tolgonay
searched frantically and found Aliman in the barn, struggling in labor. Panicked, she realized Aliman needed
a doctor. Tolgonay ran to wake Aisha and Bektash, urging them to prepare the carriage. Aliman, feverish
and in pain, drank a little water, while everyone hurried to get her safely to the hospital.

Life and Death on the Road Bektash had left the horses under a shed, and they quickly prepared the
carriage with hay, bedding, and pillows. They carried laboring Aliman into it and set off through the dark,
rainy, autumn night toward the hospital. Along the rough, muddy road, Aliman suffered intense contractions,
gasping and crying. Tolgonay held her head, offered blankets, and tried to calm her. Near the bridge,
Aliman’s condition worsened; she cried that she was dying. Bektash helped support her, and at last the
baby was born. Tolgonay wrapped the newborn while Aliman seemed lifeless, leaving them in a haunting,
silent dawn.

The Road of Life That morning’s road was the hardest in Tolgonay’s life. She carried the crying newborn,
hoping he would survive. Snow fell silently as they reached the village, where she buried Aliman herself
and later planted flowers on her grave. Aliman’s son, Janbolot, grew frail but survived, and became a
capable young farmer—life and love enduring through him.

Talking to Mother Earth Throughout the story, Tolgonay spoke with the Field, weary, gray, and heavy
with years. The Field, Mother Earth, watched and remembered every harvest, every tear, every life touched
by war. Tolgonay told of loss—sons and neighbors taken, grief, hunger, and courage. Mother Earth felt the
pain of empty fields, silent voices, and work undone. She mourned Subankul, Kasym, Maisalbek, Jaynak,
and Aliman, and all who fell. She whispered that the Earth holds every memory, every sorrow, every hope,
and urged Tolgonay to speak to the world, reminding humanity that life, labor, and love endure, and that
the Earth always listens.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS
Tolgonay

The protagonist, Tolgonay, is a resilient woman whose courage, wisdom, and sense of duty help her endure
war, famine, and personal loss.

Resilient Tolgonay endures both personal and communal tragedies with extraordinary strength. She
survives the brutalities of war that take Subankul, Kasym Maisalbek in the war, and cause Jaynak to vanish
without a trace. She withesses neighbors and families torn apart, sees homes burned, fields left barren,
and hunger spread across the village. Yet, despite the weight of grief pressing on her heart, she continues
to rise each day to work the fields, tend the crops, and protect livestock. Her resilience is not merely physical
labor—it is a profound emotional endurance. When Aliman, her daughter-in-law, dies giving birth to a child
conceived out of wedlock, Tolgonay does not shrink from the challenge. She embraces the newborn,
Janbolot, as her own grandson, raising him with love and care. Her strength shines in her ability to transform
grief into nurturing, continuing life and hope even in the shadow of loss. Even when despair tempts her to
yield, she pushes forward, finding purpose in toil, community, and her bond with the land. Her strength is
quiet yet unwavering, a testament to the human will to survive, remember, and honor those who have fallen.

Wise Tolgonay possesses a profound understanding of life shaped by years of experience, loss, and labor.
She contemplates the cycles of birth, growth, decay, and death, recognizing that each season and each
human life follows a pattern of struggle and renewal. The impact of war, the grief of losing loved ones, and
the hardships of famine and toil have tempered her insight, allowing her to see beyond immediate suffering
to the broader lessons of endurance and resilience. Her conversations with Mother Earth reveal a
philosophical depth; she listens to the land, reflects on its stories, and draws guidance from nature, history,



and memory. Through this wisdom, she learns to navigate hardship, nurture the next generation, and honor
the past while sustaining hope for the future.

Compassionate Tolgonay carries the burdens of others as if they were her own. She mourns neighbors
whose families are destroyed by war, feels the hunger that gnaws at the village, and shares in the grief of
those who have lost everything. Her empathy extends to the land itself; she senses the pain of barren fields,
the toll of drought, and the exhaustion of labor, treating the soil with the same love she gives to people.
Tolgonay’s compassion is active and enduring—she not only feels the suffering around her but acts to ease
it, giving hope and care where despair threatens to take hold.

Responsible Tolgonay embodies a profound sense of duty, both to her people and to the land. As a team
leader of the collective farm, she works tirelessly under harsh realities—ploughing fields, organizing the
harvest, and mobilizing villagers for labor. Tolgonay understands the vital role of the homeland in times of
war. She supports soldiers and the front, sharing resources, labor, and hope with those defending her land.
She plans how to till even barren fields, determined to protect her community from hunger. Her responsibility
extends to individuals as well; she cares for Aliman, her widowed daughter-in-law, without judgment for her
out-of-wedlock pregnancy, and raises Aliman’s orphaned son, Janbolot, as her own. Tolgonay shoulders
both the practical demands of farm life and the emotional needs of her family, acting with unwavering
diligence, care, and moral integrity.

Connected to Nature Tolgonay’s bond with Mother Earth is central to her life and identity. She listens to
the land, tends its crops, and perceives it as a living presence that holds memories, sorrow, and hope.
Throughout the story, she speaks with the Field, weary and gray, sharing her grief over sons and neighbors
lost to war, the hunger and suffering of her people, and the courage required to endure. This connection
reflects Tolgonay’s spiritual depth, grounding her strength, compassion, and wisdom in the rhythms of the
land she loves.

Hopeful Despite the tragedies that surround her—Iloss of loved ones, the devastation of war, famine, and
personal sorrow—Tolgonay holds fast to the possibility of a better future. She nurtures hope in herself and
in Janbolot, raising him with love, wisdom, and the stories of their family and ancestors. She believes in the
resilience of life, the renewal of the land, and the enduring strength of human labor and love.

Aliman

Aliman is a young, devoted, and resilient woman who loves Tolgonay like a mother, works alongside the
villagers, and faces widowhood, pregnancy, and social stigma with courage and loyalty.

Human Aliman experiences love, desire, fear, and longing just like any other person, making her deeply
relatable and real. Her decision to fall in love with a man who is already married reflects the complexity of
her emotions and the tension between her personal desires and the rigid expectations of society. She
struggles with the consequences of her choices, aware of the stigma and judgment she may face, yet she
follows her heart. This inner conflict shows her vulnerability, courage, and emotional depth, revealing a
woman who is fully alive, flawed, and profoundly human in the midst of a harsh and unforgiving world.

Faithful Aliman was a devoted and loving wife, and the loss of her husband leaves a deep void in her
heart. She carries grief not only for him but also a quiet sense of guilt in the memory of Kasym, feeling she
could not protect or honor all those who suffered or fell during the war. Her faithfulness extends beyond her
marriage—to Tolgonay, the land, and her community—Dbut this loyalty and love are intertwined with a deep
awareness of human frailty and the limits of her control. Her guilt, tempered by compassion and resilience,
shows her moral depth and her capacity for reflection even in tragedy.

Resilient Though her life is tragically cut short, Aliman demonstrates remarkable strength in facing
hardships of widowhood, her pregnancy, and the struggles brought by war. Even in her vulnerability, she
supports Tolgonay, urging her to wait patiently for the missing Jaynak and to remain strong despite grief
and uncertainty. Aliman’s courage is quiet but profound: she bears her burdens with dignity, shows loyalty
to her family, and offers emotional support to those around her



Loyal Aliman works alongside everyone in the fields, sharing the labor, the hardships, and the daily
struggles of village life. Though there is a moment when she leaves Tolgonay, tempted to start a new life
elsewhere, her loyalty draws her back. She returns, steadfastly supporting Tolgonay and the community
through famine, war, and loss.

Vulnerable Aliman is exposed to the harsh realities and judgments of her society. She falls in love with a
man who is already married, and when she becomes pregnant, she faces the weight of social stigma,
gossip, and shame. As a young widow carrying a child out of wedlock, she is vulnerable not only to societal
condemnation but also to the uncertainty of her future and the dangers of a world marked by war and
scarcity. Yet her vulnerability does not weaken her spirit; it reveals her humanity, courage, and capacity to
endure hardship while maintaining love, loyalty, and dignity.

Joyful Despite the hardships and tragedies surrounding her, Aliman possesses a spirit capable of joy. She
finds delight in the simple pleasures of life: the warmth of the sun on the fields, the laughter of children, the
growth of crops, and the blossoming of flowers. Her joy is quiet but infectious, lifting the spirits of those
around her, especially Tolgonay, even in moments of sorrow. Tolgonay deeply loves and admires this joyful
nature, finding in Aliman’s laughter and light a source of comfort, hope, and enduring warmth amid the trials
of life.

Maisalbek

Maisalbek, a brave soldier, dies in the war, and his memory inspires people to honor the fallen with
resilience and care.

Brave Maisalbek faces the dangers of war without hesitation, confronting battles and hardships with
courage. His bravery is not just physical but moral, as he willingly risks his life to protect his homeland and
people.

Selfless He places the needs of his community and country above his own safety and desires. By
sacrificing his life in the war, he shows unwavering commitment to the greater good, putting duty and honor
before personal survival.

Inspiring Even after his death,his courage and sacrifice inspire people to endure grief, persevere through
hardship, and honor the fallen through their work, care, and devotion.

THEMES
SOCIETY

Labor Chyngyz Aitmatov presents labor as the central moral and emotional force that sustains human
life amid the devastation of war. When the men—Subankul, Kasym, Maisalbek, and Jaynak—Ileave for the
front, the responsibility for survival falls on the shoulders of women like Tolgonay and Aliman. The fields,
once a place of joy and family unity, become a battlefield of endurance where the women fight hunger,
exhaustion, and despair with their hands and hearts. Tolgonay’s labor is both physical and spiritual. She
leads the collective farm, ploughs barren fields, and organizes people to plant and harvest despite
shortages of tools, seeds, and food. Her work embodies self-sacrifice and courage; even when thieves
steal her seeds, she refuses to surrender. Each act of sowing and harvesting becomes an act of faith in the
future and a way to preserve life against the destructive power of war. Aitmatov elevates labor beyond
survival—it becomes a sacred bond between humans and the land. The Earth, personified as a
compassionate mother, listens to Tolgonay’s pain and bears witness to the people’s suffering and strength.
In their labor, the villagers express love for their homeland, a commitment to the fallen, and hope for
generations yet to come.Thus, labor in the war is portrayed not simply as necessity, but as the moral
essence of humanity—a source of dignity, unity, and endurance in the face of loss.



lllustrative moment: Tolgonay gathered villagers, urging them to share their last seeds to sow new land and
save the village from hunger. Though exhausted, she led the work herself, ploughing and sowing with
trembling hands. When thieves stole the seeds, she chased them through the steppe, her strength born of
duty and despair.

Land  The people’s love for their homeland is expressed through tireless patience and unyielding labor.
They gather every last seed from their homes, sow the fields, and care for the crops even under the shadow
of war and famine. Their hearts rise and fall with each piece of news, weeping for loss and rejoicing for
survival. Every furrow ploughed, every harvest gathered, and every vigil kept in the village becomes a
testament to their devotion. Through work, endurance, and shared sorrow, they show that love for the land
is inseparable from love for each other and for their country. Even though only one soldier returned from
the war, the villagers gathered to greet him with joy. They carried their wounds and grief openly, yet their
hearts rejoiced in the war’s end. Tears, laughter, and embraces filled the streets as they celebrated survival,
the return of life, and the hope that the homeland they had nurtured through patience and labor would
endure. Their collective devotion and resilience shone brighter than the sorrow they had endured, proving
that love for their land and each other could triumph even after immense loss.

lllustrative moment: Maisalbek’s love for his homeland shone in every action he took on the battlefield. He
faced danger without hesitation, carrying out missions that protected his village, comrades, and country.
His courage was not for personal honor but for the survival and future of the people he loved. Each letter
he sent reflected his sense of duty and pride, inspiring Tolgonay and Aliman to endure their own struggle

Leisure Leisure is rare but meaningful. Villagers experience brief joy through activities like Aliman
gathering flowers, or Tolgonay resting under the Milky Way. Traditional horse games, goat-grabbing
contests, singing at weddings also provide festive relief, celebrating community, culture, and human
resilience amid the harsh demands of work, war, and survival. These moments of leisure underscore the
value of tradition, connection, and small pleasures in sustaining hope and spirit.

lllustrative moment: A playful village custom unfolds as the shepherd gallops by, dropping a goat at
Tolgonay’s gate. His daring gesture, part of an old tradition, sparks excitement and chase. Later, Aliman,
embarrassed in her silk dress, realizes the gift was meant for her, showing how horse games and rituals
blend fun, skill, and cultural meaning.

Nature: Symbolism: Mother Earth and Milky Way

In Mother Earth, the figure of Mother Earth (Jer Ene-Toprak Ana) evokes Jer-Suu, the early Turkic/Kyrgyz
deity of natural spirits and the forces of earth and water, symbolizing fertility, protection, and the nurturing
aspects of nature. While Aitmatov’s works occasionally engage with Christian evangelical ideas—likely
reflecting the influence of Russian civilization—the text retains a distinctly Kyrgyz cultural lens. Notably, the
Kyrgyz title Samanchynyn Jolu (Milky Way) and the preference for Jer Ene-Toprak Ana underscore the
author’s invocation of indigenous cosmology, aligning the Mother Earth motif with the traditional Jer-Suu
deity rather than imported religious frameworks. The Milky Way symbolizes the life of peasants, connecting
the stars to the rhythm of the fields. It reflects ploughing, sowing, and harvesting, embodying the peace,
labor, and continuity of rural life. Under its light, characters dream of abundance, remember their labors,
and find hope and guidance, linking human toil and nature in a cycle of life and renewal.

lllustrative moments: One night, Tolgonay confided in the Field, aged and weary. Mother Earth
remembered every harvest, every loss, and every life touched by war, feeling the pain of empty fields, silent
voices, and undone labor. Another night, Tolgonay gazed at the Milky Way stretching across the sky. She
imagined, along its silver path, peasant sowing seeds and tending crops. She dreamed that Subankul would
be a good, devoted farmer, working the land with care and bringing life and abundance to their fields.

Solidarity The theme of solidarity is central to the novel, especially during the war. When men leave
for the front, women, elders, and youth take over the labor of the fields, working together to ensure crops
are sown and harvested despite extreme hardship. Tolgonay organizes the villagers, sharing seeds, tools,
and guidance. People support one another emotionally and practically, mourning together, celebrating
small victories, and enduring hunger and loss as a collective. Solidarity is shown not just in work but in
shared grief, hope, and perseverance, emphasizing community resilience and interdependence.



lllustrative moment: In the village, the death of a person was marked by a special tradition: families received
a black paper, a “death letter.” However, these letters were not just delivered privately. Following old Kyrgyz
customs, the municipal leader would gather the villagers, and respected elders would announce the news,
ensuring the community shared in the grief. When Subankul and Kasym died, all the villagers came
together, standing with Tolgonay and Aliman, offering support, comfort, and a sense of unity in sorrow,
reinforcing the deep communal bonds that define village life.

Leadership Leadership in Mother Earth is shown through Tolgonay’s courage and guidance. As men
go to war, she takes charge of the fields, organizes villagers, and ensures the harvest continues. She makes
difficult decisions, motivates others, and embodies responsibility, resilience, and moral authority,
demonstrating how true leadership emerges from service, experience, and care for the community.

lllustrative moment: Tolgonay urged villagers to contribute seeds for sowing virgin land to prevent
starvation, despite government demands for war crops. Some resisted, including the sick widow Aisha, but
Tolgonay took half their wheat for the community, leaving the rest. Though Aisha wept, Tolgonay pressed
on, knowing the village’s survival depended on collective effort.

PSYCHOLOGY

Sadness: Loss (Sad Memories)  The theme of loss runs deeply through the story, shaping every moment
of Tolgonay’s life and the fate of her village. War steals not only lives but the very rhythm of existence. The
deaths of Subankul, Kasym, Maisalbek and countless soldiers are not witnessed directly—they come
through telegrams, whispers, and grief-stricken cries—showing how distant and impersonal war makes loss
and sad memories. Yet each death cuts into Tolgonay’s soul, leaving scars that never heal. Death in the
story is portrayed not as a single event but as a constant companion. Every empty house, every black
headscarf, every silent evening reflects its presence. The deaths of loved ones turn joy to endurance;
laughter disappears, replaced by the weary persistence of women who must feed the living while mourning
the dead. Even nature seems to share their sorrowv—winds howl over barren fields, and the earth itself
seems heavy with grief. Still, death gives meaning to life’s struggle. Tolgonay’s work in the fields becomes
her way of resisting despair; each seed she plants is a prayer for those who never returned. Through her
strength, the story transforms death into a quiet symbol of sacrifice and remembrance—a reminder that life,
though wounded, continues to grow from the soil of loss.

lllustrative moment: Spring came, but no letters arrived, only silence heavy as earth. While Tolgonay worked
the fields, word came—Subankul and Kasym had fallen. Aliman tore her dress and wailed, “We are widows,
Mama!” Days of mourning followed, sorrow like wind through empty fields. Later, Tolgonay found Aliman
weeping among wildflowers: “The sun shines, the fields bloom—but Kasym will never return.” The earth
bloomed, yet their hearts lay buried with the dead.

Love The theme of love in Mother Earth is profound and multi-layered. Aliman’s love for Kasym is
passionate and devoted; she weeps inconsolably when he falls, wishing she could die with him, showing
the depth of her attachment. Tolgonay’s love for Subankul is steady, enduring, and intertwined with shared
labor, family, and life’s hardships—a quiet, resilient devotion. Beyond romantic love, Aliman also loves
Tolgonay as a mother figure, showing the bonds of chosen family and care. Through these relationships,
the novel portrays love as both personal and communal: enduring, selfless, and inseparable from life, work,
and the land they cherish. Tolgonay’s love extends beyond her own children to Aliman’s son, Janbolot,
whom she raises as her own. Though the boy never knew his mother, Tolgonay nurtures him with care,
devotion, and guidance, ensuring he grows up with the warmth of family and the memory of those lost. In
this way, Tolgonay embodies maternal love that transcends biology.

lllustrative moment: One day pregnant Aliman quietly left for her village. Worried, Tolgonay pursued her
and finally found her returning to Tolgonay. They embraced, cried, and shared the longing of days apart.
Feeling the baby kick, Tolgonay’s heart overflowed with love and joy. She vowed to raise the child as her
own.

Pregnancy In the novel, extramarital pregnancy is a powerful theme that underscores vulnerability,
social judgment, and moral complexity. Aliman’s pregnancy, born out of a forbidden love, exposes her to



stigma and shame, yet it also reveals her courage and humanity. Tolgonay embraces the child as her own,
transforming potential scandal into an act of love and protection. This theme highlights the tension between
societal norms and personal loyalty, showing how compassion and family bonds can overcome judgment.
The extramarital pregnancy becomes a symbol of survival, continuity, and the enduring strength of women
amid war, loss, and hardship. Aliman would never have been unfaithful if her husband Kasym had lived,
yet grief and circumstance left her vulnerable. Fully aware of her transgression, she feels deep guilt and
longs for Kasym’s forgiveness, showing her honesty, integrity, and capacity for remorse. This adds layers
to her character, emphasizing how tragedy and loss can push even virtuous people into impossible choices,
while also highlighting themes of accountability, conscience, and the enduring power of love and loyalty.

lllustrative moment: By late summer, Tolgonay realized Aliman was pregnant out of wedlock after Kasym’s
death. Aliman felt guilty and ashamed, lowering her eyes in embarrassment. Tolgonay comforted her,
promising that the baby would be loved and protected. Despite the moral weight and social judgment,
Tolgonay turned Aliman’s shame into care and family devotion.

FLAWS

Greed  Greed appears when some villagers, like Jekshenkul, act selfishly to survive the war. They steal
livestock, hoard resources, or abandon communal responsibilities, prioritizing their own safety and gain
over the well-being of others. His wife publicly mocks Tolgonay at the court, shaming her for Aliman’s
extramarital pregnancy. These selfish behaviors contrast sharply with Tolgonay and the villagers, who
share seeds, labor in the fields, and support one another, highlighting the moral and social consequences
of prioritizing personal gain over communal welfare. It highlights the moral and social consequences of
selfishness in times of crisis.

lllustrative moment: Jekshenkul and his friends not only stole the two sacks of seeds meant to save the
village from hunger, but they also beat and bound the young teenage boys helping Tolgonay. When she
courageously chased them, they shot and killed her horse, showing how greed during war turns into cruelty,
threatening both lives and the community’s survival.

Deception Deception appears in Aliman’s story when she is misled by the shepherd, who abandons
her, leaving her to face an out-of-wedlock pregnancy alone. This betrayal isolates her emotionally and
socially, forcing Tolgonay to step in and care for both Aliman and her child. The theme highlights how lies,
manipulation, or false promises can disrupt trust, relationships, and social harmony, especially in a tightly-
knit village already burdened by war and hardship.

lllustrative moment: That rainy autumn, Aliman struggled with her pregnancy, growing withdrawn and
fearful. One night she went into labor alone; Tolgonay, Bektash, and Aisha rushed her through dark, muddy
roads. Despite their efforts, Aliman died giving birth, leaving her newborn in Tolgonay’s care, her courage
and struggle hauntingly remembered.



