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The Blue Sky. Written by Galsan Tschinag. Translated by Katharina Rout. 
Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions, 2006.  192 pages. $22 (hardcover) 

The Gray Earth. Written by Galsan Tschinag. Translated by Katharina Rout. 
Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions, 2010.  302 pages. $24 (hardcover) 

Since time out of mind human beings have conveyed extraordinary 
experiences through art rather than plain explanation.  With good reason. 
Through art we experience events internally rather than observing them from the 
outside. The result is rich and memorable. 

The Blue Sky and The Gray Earth1 are perfect examples of this truth.  Their 
author,  Galsan Tschinag, was born and raised in Mongolia and later continued 
his education in Germany.  Today he is a shaman and leader of his people, the 
Tuvans of Mongolia.  They are related to, but distinct from Tuvans living in 
today’s Republic of Tuva, formerly part of the Soviet Union and now of the 
Russian Federation.  Tuvan language and traditional culture in both countries 
are Turkic, related to those of other Turkic peoples in Central and North Asia. 

Part fiction and part autobiography, Tschinag’s novels introduce us to the 
experience of Mongolian Tuvans during the 1940’s.  This was a time of rapid 
change from a nomadic herding lifestyle with an animistic belief system2 to a 
very harsh form of communism.  Tuvans and other minorities were forced to 
assimilate very quickly. 

Outsiders have often thought of the Mongolian Tuvans as more isolated 
and thus less affected by totalitarian policies than their cousins in the Republic of 
Tuva.  In Tuva I have heard people speak admiringly about the ways culture has 
been preserved in Mongolia and especially about the language as it is spoken 
there.  But this may be a case of the grass looking greener elsewhere.  Tschinag 
shows us that change was just as ruthless in the mountains and steppes of 
Mongolia as it was in the Soviet Union.  At the same time we see that variations 
in culture can exist not only between nations but even within families and small 
communities. 

He speaks to us through the eyes of a child.  We feel what it could have 
been like to navigate that transition with practically no previous experience of 
the outside world.  We feel the blows, and grasp the importance of what has 
been lost. 

I was reminded of various books written by indigenous Siberian writers in 
Soviet times, in which the “old ways” were first shown as simple and charming, 
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and then as grossly inferior to the “new ways”.  These authors were looking 
backward through the eyes of adults who understood what they must write in 
order to be published in their own country.3 

The child in Tschinag’s books is Dshurukuwaa, the youngest son of a 
herding family.  His early learning comes largely from his parents and 
grandmother.  Mother teaches him how to rid himself of bad dreams without 
telling them to anyone — in spite of the fact that the family shares dreams most 
mornings!  Grandmother teaches him not to judge people by what is heard about 
them.  She uses the example of a woman who had been kind to her when she was 
small, but who was greatly feared by others as a witch.  Rely only on your own 
experience of a person, Grandma tells the boy.  “The woman I met was not a 
witch but a human being.”4 

There are unwritten agreements about which emotions may be expressed 
and which should be kept to oneself.  All of this contributes to maintaining 
positive relations with others, and keeps people from sliding into depression in 
hard times. 

Rituals and prohibitions emphasized respect for Sky, Earth, Water and 
Fire.  The greatest of these is the Blue Sky, protector of people and animals.  Also 
revered were the sacred trees, which should never be cut although the 
neighboring Kazakhs were already cutting them. 

From his father Dshurukuwaa learns about animals and also the meaning 
of the title baj5, which had applied to his grandfather.  Father refers to his own 
father as, “A man with a heart for his animals.”6  High praise indeed, as without 
animals the people would not survive.  In Turkic languages the word baj literally 
means “rich” and with wealth came responsibility.  Such men were helpful to 
others and took good care of family and neighbors.  In this community baj 
referred to a man whose livestock numbered 1,000.  Under communism such a 
man was renamed as a kulak, the Russian term for a person who had more than 
others and took advantage of those who were less well off.  Families that had 
done well now went from being respected to being scorned and persecuted. 

Things begin to change.  The child’s brother and sister go away to 
boarding school7 and are altered when they come back.  The culmination of The 
Blue Sky comes with the death of the boy’s beloved dog Arsylang.  The dog dies 
of poison that the father set out to keep wolves away from the flocks, already 
decimated by a bad storm.  The boy is desolate, feeling abandoned by his own 
father and by the Blue Sky.  Here the power of the new way, using poison, seems 
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stronger than that of the old, prayer to the Sky.  In his anger the boy breaks with 
tradition. 

The Gray Earth begins with the question of whether the boy will become a 
shaman or not.  Shamans were badly needed but it was a dangerous profession 
to undertake, both spiritually and politically.  Many parents discouraged their 
children from following that path. Dshurukuwaa’s parents question his ability. 
They point to the fact that there were previously no shamans in their families. 
Although in many traditions, including the Tuvan, there were other routes to the 
shamanic path, heredity was a very common one.  Still it is possible that the 
parents were simply concerned for their son’s safety in a changing world. 

On the other hand Dshurukuwaa had had an initiatory experience earlier. 
He had fallen into a pot of scalding milk and literally had to grow a new skin. 
The community mobilized, riders galloped off in all directions and soon returned 
with remedies and help.  The child survived.  This terrifying experience was akin 
to the dismemberment described by many Siberian shamans as part of their 
initiation.  Survival could itself be evidence of a calling. 

In addition, Dshurukuwaa had powerful dreams and he sang to 
communicate with spirits, which could also indicate a calling.  But the singing 
was characteristic not only of shamans but also of others, be they men or women, 
hunters, herdsmen, storysingers. 

The boy now persists in seeking the shamanic path.  In the literature on 
shamanism we read that this seeking would have been nearly unheard of in the 
past.  More commonly novices were identified by practicing shamans, and many 
resisted the call.  But choosing to be a shaman is not so unusual since the fall of 
the Soviet Union.  Reviving shamanism goes along with preserving culture and 
many good people have dedicated themselves to it.  Unfortunately, with the 
recent commercialization of spiritual practices some less sincere practitioners 
have emerged too, at least in Russia. 

Other unusual aspects of shamanism seem to belong to certain individuals 
rather than to whole groups.  One of these is the idea that a person could become 
a shaman by means of a blood transfusion from a practicing shaman.  Another is 
an unusual ceremony of accompanying the souls of the dead to the next world as 
it is carried out at the very end of The Gray Earth.  Both are thought-provoking 
reminders that we should avoid generalizing about such an individualistic 
practice. 



 

www.jciadinfo.org | Volume 1: Number 1 (Summer 2013) 74 

 

 

These books are full of evocative word pictures of changing times as seen 
through the eyes of a child.  They include Dshurukuwaa’s surprise at seeing 
square houses for the first time.  He wonders how many camels a family must 
have in order to move the house several times a year.  He has not realized that 
these town-dwellers do not move nomadically, as his own people do.  I had to 
laugh, remembering my confusion the first time some Tuvan friends and I went 
hunting for their nomadic relatives without knowing exactly where their yurts 
were located.  As we see in Tschinag’s books, a system of educated guesses came 
into play, which turned out to be correct. 

Even washing in the river is different.  On the way to the boarding school 
the boy’s brother steps right into the river, whereas a person who respects the 
river in the old way would scoop water out for washing and discard it elsewhere. 
Dshurukawaa realizes he has entered a square world.  Life is regulated by clocks 
rather than by the ebb and flow of nature.  Scheduling is “civilized” – a word 
that appears frequently in describing the new ways.  The reader may feel that in 
many ways the old traditions were much more civilized than the new. 

At the boarding school the boy’s world opens and also narrows.  He 
learns languages and academic subjects, and at the same time comes to realize 
that his rebelliousness can endanger his whole family.  He begins to adapt to 
new restrictions and to think about how his actions affect others.  He shows 
compassion for his new friend Gök, who has taken a punishment in his place. 
Dshurukuwaa now takes considerable risks on his friend’s behalf, and eventually 
saves his life.  Like most children, Dshurukuwaa becomes less self-centered as he 
gains experience. 

At the school there are multiple layers of motivation, fear, and 
punishment, not only for children but for teachers as well.  Authority is complex 
and unpredictable.  A major crisis arises with the cutting of the larch trees, which 
are sacred to not only to Tuvans but to most North Asian indigenous peoples. 
The tree connects the worlds, the sky above us, the earth we live on, and the 
worlds under land and water.  Trees are like family members, deserving of 
respect and gratitude. 

Students and teachers are ordered to cut the trees, beginning with the 
most sacred one of all, which has been honored in ceremonies for many years.  It 
is now called a “counter-revolutionary tree” a symbol of the “superstitions” of 
the past.  The people are horrified but obey the command. 
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Although some of the destruction caused by Soviet industry may be 
attributed to ignorance, it becomes undeniably clear how very cruel and 
deliberate the destruction of culture was.  The state forbade Languages 
forbidden, persecuted shamans , forcibly settled nomads , and relegated dance 
and music to state ensembles, devoid of their spiritual context.  People were 
forced to betray one another and the spirits they revered. 

The campaign to show the Communist Party as more powerful than the 
spirits causes increasing conflict for the boy.  He is now practicing shamanism in 
secret and at the same time is the top student in his class.  At one point he finds 
himself having no dreams, which to him indicates he has lost his soul. 

One of the strengths of the communist education was the ways it 
encouraged camaraderie and teamwork.  Of course these are good things in 
themselves and they bear a relationship to the way things worked in the past. 
But now they were used as a manipulation. I was alarmed by the ways the boy 
came to enjoy that part of his schooling, including the energy he put into cutting 
trees once they got started. 

Worse is yet to come, when the boy’s elder brother is blamed for a tragic 
accident, the result of digging in the ground, which was in itself a violation of the 
old ways.  The boy blames himself since he had a premonition of disaster but did 
not speak up for fear of showing his intuitive abilities publicly. 

Toward the end of The Gray Earth Dshurukuwaa realizes fully that he is a 
shaman on the verge of adulthood.  “Suddenly I realize that I am a shaman the 
same way each of the stones around me is a stone, and each of the blades of grass 
between them is grass.”8 

Tschinag’s powerful and evocative writing, along with Katarina Rout’s 
magnificent translation, carry plot rhythms and their emotional impact 
relentlessly forward.  In my opinion the one problem with these wonderful 
books is the transliteration of names and other words.  It seems to follow a 
German system which creates difficulties for English-language readers.  I hope 
the third book will include a pronunciation guide, and perhaps a map. 

Certainly these books give us deep insights about tradition and 
modernity, change and growth.  And they do it without romanticizing the past.  I 
look forward to the third of the trilogy. 

This book is highly recommended for educational purposes and for 
general reading pleasure. 
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“The horse is carrying me toward the place where, with great impatience but even greater 
confidence, the man I will become is waiting for the child I still am.”9 

Kira Van Deusen 
(Author of Singing Story Healing Drum: Shamans and Storytellers of Turkic Siberia 
[Seattle, 2004], Vancouver, Canada). 
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