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Galsan Tschinag, above, as 
a writer carries on the 
tradition of the ancient 
poet/singers that have 
served the people as wise 
advisors and statesmen. 
(AR)

Tschinag follows in the line 
of innumerous other Turkic 
and Mongolian literary 
figures before him who have 
acted in similar capacities 
(i.e., Alisher Navoiy, 
Magtymguly Pyragy, Abai 
Kunanbaiuli, and Chingiz 
Aitmatov). (AR)

Spotlight on Galsan Tschinag
by Wilma Brüggemann*

Born in 1943 in the yurt of a highly respected family of nomads in the high Altai 
Mountains, Galsan Tschinag grew up as the youngest son of three siblings.  He was 
given the Tuvan name Irgit Shynykbai-oglu Dshurukuwaa.  His ancestors had been 
wise men and advisers for the Tuvan clan and also for the Kazakh people living in 
the same region.  His aunt Purwu, a famous shaman, initiated him into shamanism 
while still a young child.  Like other nomadic children of the time, however, he was 
educated in a boarding school and began to write poems, thereafter. 

Later, Tschinag began studying Mongolian literature in the capital of Mongolia, 
Ulaanbaatar—2000 kms away from the Altai region.  In 1962, he was awarded a 
scholarship to study German language and literature in Leipzig, Germany.  He 
arrived without having had previous knowledge of German and was not at all 
familiar with the customs and traditions of the country.  His life was at first filled 
with many difficulties.  Despite many setbacks, Galsan Tschinag graduated summa 
cum laude in 1968 and returned to Mongolia soon after.  There he worked as a 
lecturer of German language at four universities in Ulaanbaatar and as an interpreter 
for the Mongolian Government.

 Tschinag found himself, as a result, with little free time.  The time he could find he 
began writing first in Mongolian language, and then in German.  Writing in German 
safeguarded him and his critical comments of the political situation in Mongolia from 
possible persecution and condemnation that would have made life difficult for him if 
his writings were deciphered.  His colleagues didn't know German. This presented a 
relief for him.  His manuscripts, however, had to be kept hidden. In spite of his 
efforts to protect himself, he lost his job as a lecturer because of his outspoken views 
against communism in Mongolia, was interrogated and later forced to work various 
odd jobs.  Among those jobs was one at the Mongolian Movie and for Labor Union 
Paper.  Tschinag recalls how he learned that even the Democratic Republic of 
Germany, the “imperialistic enemy of Mongolia,” was more “liberal,” than his own 
homeland.  

 In 1990, the political situation in Mongolia completely changed as it did in 
Germany, and since then Galsan Tschinag has lived as an independent writer in 
Ulaanbaatar.  Two years later in 1992, he received the German Adelbert von 
Chamisso Prize, a literary award bestowed on non-German authors writing in 
German.  This offered him the opportunity to publish his works in western Germany. 
Other important awards followed, thereafter.

Galsan Tschinag’s early upbringing as a nomadic boy in close proximity to his 
Aunt Purwu allowed Tschinag to sharpen his shamanic skills, thereby also develop-
ing his literary prowess as a poet and writer.  Even though none of her own 15 
children were allowed to partake in her shamanic work, Galsan was filled with 
shamanism and was taken under her wing as a young apprentice.  Even with  the 
strict prohibitive policies against shamanic rituals during communism, Tschinag 
never lost touch with his roots.  His writings are deeply infused with a strong belief 
in the sacredness of nature, sky, earth and all the intermediary elements, visions and 
singing customs of nomadic shamanism.  
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Aside from a collection of 
Tschinag’s poetry, the 
author’s first novelas to be 
published into English 
consists of a trilogy set 
translated from German by 
Katarina Rout.  The 
narrative, part biography 
and part fiction, follows the 
life of the author as he 
matures from childhood 
into shamanism and 
adulthood during the 
Mongolian communist era.  
Above: The Blue Sky (2006), 
and The Gray Earth (2010), 
The White Mountain 
(forthcoming 2015), all 
published through Milk-
weed Editions. (AR)

(continued from previous page)
In 1995, Galsan Tschinag, in keeping with his nomadic past, made one of his 

dreams come true! He organized a caravan comprising 139 camels, 330 horses, thirty 
dogs, sixteen chicken, one cat and 140 Tuvan people living near Ulaanbaatar. He took 
this caravan 2000 km across the Mongolian territory in order to move his Tuvan 
people back to their homeland in the Altai Mountains.   Historically nomadic, the 
Tuvans continue to live in close contact and in harmony with nature and its creatures.

Four years ago Galsan Tschinag realized another dream. He, inspired by The Blue 
Sky, had the vision to plant one million trees in his homeland, Mongolia. This is to be 
regarded as his gift to the Mongolian State and the Mongolian people. Meanwhile 
three hundred thousand trees have been planted thus far.  

*About the Author

Wilma Brüggemann of Germany serves as Galsan Tschinag’s manager.  She has 
collaborated closely with the Tuvan author for several years in editing his manu-
scripts.

 

Galsan Tschinag (1943-) is a native of the Altai Mountains of northern 
Mongolia.
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