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This article examines how the city of Aktau is represented in contempo-
rary Kazakh poetry as a layered modernity structured through memory and
ritual. Between 1964 and 1991, the city bore the name Shevchenko, embed-
ding a transregional resonance between the Black Sea and Caspian worlds;
the 1991 restoration of the indigenous toponym preserved not only local
geography but also the exilic trace, exemplifying Boym’s concept of “reflec-
tive nostalgia” (2021). Meanwhile, ritual images such as Nevruz suspend
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industrial chronologies, re-inscribing the city into seasonal and cultural cy-
cles. Through the works of poets including Tilepov, Oralbayuly, Yesdaulet,
Bayekeev, Nurjan, and Arip, Aktau emerges not merely as a Soviet port but
as a “poetic palimpsest” continually rewritten through dual motifs — moun-
tain/sea, wind/fauna, Nevruz/apartment blocks. In addition to these spatial
and symbolic tensions, the article highlights how ecological imagery ani-
mates the poetic imagination of the city: wind, salt, and waves often appear
as active agents negotiating with the technological infrastructures of moder-
nity. This ecological perspective reveals how natural forces resist, absorb, or
reinterpret industrial impositions, adding a dynamic environmental dimen-
sion to Aktau’s literary identity. The study also examines gendered interpre-
tations of urban space, demonstrating how female poets reframe the city
through an ethics of care, domesticity, and relationality. These readings in-
troduce alternative emotional geographies that complicate the heroic, indus-
trial, and often masculine-coded representations found in Soviet-era verse.
By situating these voices alongside narratives of exile, labor, and ritual, the
article presents a multidimensional account of how memory operates across
both personal and collective registers. The study thus integrates theories of
cultural memory (Assmann), ecocriticism (Buell; Oppermann), and post-so-
cialist memory politics (Humphrey; Tlostanova) to demonstrate how Aktau
is imagined both nationally and transregionally within Kazakh poetic dis-
course. Ultimately, the article argues that Aktau functions as a literary ar-
chive in which modernity, mythology, ecology, and care ethics intersect,
producing an evolving cultural narrative that continues to shape contempo-
rary Kazakh identity.

Keywords: Aktau, Kazakh poetry, Shevchenko, Nevruz, cultural memo-
ry, palimpsest, ecocriticism

Introduction

“Like Taras, so many poets carried unfulfilled dreams”. — Miltikbay
Erimbetov, Aktau. Shevchenko [Akray. [lleBuenko] [Erimbetov n.d.]

“AKTayplM — apMaH MEH JKacThIK, Oepeke, MOCTHIK mahapsr’. —
Galym Arip, Aktau — Dream City (Akray — apmaH Kanacbl) [Arip n.d.]

Aktau was founded on the eastern shores of the Caspian Sea in
1961, was soon named after the Ukrainian poet Taras Shevchenko, and
regained its name “Aktau” (literally, “White Mountain™) in 1991. This
naming cycle is not only a matter of political toponymy, but also a pa-
limpsest of collective memory: traces of Shevchenko’s exile, the me-
mory of the Soviet industrial revolution, and the identity reconstruction
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of independent Kazakhstan are intertwined through the city’s name.
Today, Aktau declared the TURKSOY Cultural Capital for 2025
[TURKSOY 2025] is not just a geographical port; it is a laboratory of
coastal modernity, rewritten, re-remembered, and re-appropriated
through poetic imaginations. In the verses of Kazakh poets, Aktau ap-
pears, on the one hand, as a showcase of industrial modernity with its
oil rigs, shafts, and port structures, and, on the other, as a space em-
bodying the sacredness of the ancestral land with its cycles of wind,
waves, mountains, and Nevruz. This dual representation reveals that
the city is not merely a “planned Soviet project” but also a cultural
landscape reconstructed in poetic memory across generations'.

Indeed, while Svetqali Nurjan’s descriptions of ‘““kblH KamairaH
KyThl” (a genie trapped in a bottle) [Nurjan n.d.] record the remnants
of Soviet industry as a cursed legacy, female poets Shamshadinova,
Kilibayeva, and Davitbayeva redefine the city through the lens of
“homeland”, “mother’s body”, or “care ecology” [Samsadinova n.d.;
Davitbayeva n.d.]. These opposing images, combined with Shevchen-
ko’s layer, place Aktau not only within the Kazakh context but also
within the transnational geography of memory of the Black Sea-Cas-
pian corridor [Luckyj n.d.].

This layered poetic imagination presents not only a historical
backdrop but also a methodological challenge. Aktau’s image coexists
with the shadow cast by Shevchenko’s exile, the towers raised by So-
viet industry, and the ethics of care and domestic space highlighted
by women poets. This article combines close reading and process-
tracing methods to analyze these multiple layers of meaning. Thus,
it traces how recurring motifs such as mountain and sea, wind and
construction site, exile and Nevruz have differentiated across more
than sixty years of poetic production. In the theoretical framework.

! Contribution of authors: Orhan Soylemez — 60 % (textual corpus prepa-
ration, conceptualization, theoretical framework, primary writing, and final
revisions), Omer Faruk Ates — 40 % (methodology development, literature
review, and data analysis). Acknowledgements: The authors would like to
express their sincere gratitude to Sefa Basimoglu for his valuable assistance
during the preparation of this study. His help in collecting textual materials
and contributing to preliminary discussions has been greatly appreciated. All
interpretations and any remaining errors are solely the responsibility of the
authors.
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Theoretical Framework

This study is positioned at the intersection of four complementary
theoretical strands that together illuminate how Aktau is imagined in
contemporary Kazakh poetry. First, theories of cultural memory and
spatial poetics provide the foundation for conceptualizing how cities
accumulate symbolic layers. Jan Assmann’s mnemohistory [ Assmann
2015], Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space, [Bachelard 1996] and
Henri Lefebvre’s production of space [Lefebvre 2014] offer a frame-
work for reading the city not as a static landscape but as a dynamic
memory-text. In the case of Aktau, both the city’s toponymic history
and its physical topography function as a layered memory site, where
ritual, exile, and modernity intersect. To contextualize this within the
Kazakh intellectual tradition, the study also draws on regional per-
spectives on space and memory, such as Auezov’s reflections on cul-
tural geography, Kendirbai’s work on urban identity in Western
Kazakhstan, and Kogaoglu’s analyses of trans-Caspian literary net-
works. These contributions highlight how Kazakh cultural memory is
shaped simultaneously by local mythic structures and transregional
historical encounters.

Second, ecocritical approaches deepen the reading of the tension
between nature and modernity in the poetic imagination of Aktau.
Lawrence Buell’s concept of the environmental imaginary [Buell
1995; Buell 2005], Serpil Oppermann’s ecocritical poetics [Opper-
mann 2016], help reveal how images of wind, salt, rock, and fauna
coexist with oil rigs, port cranes, and residential blocks. Nature in
these poems is not a passive backdrop but an active agent that resists,
reshapes, and reinterprets modernity.

Third, postsocialist and decolonial frameworks further illuminate
how poetic narratives negotiate Kazakhstan’s transition from Soviet
urban planning to national reterritorialization. Caroline Humphrey’s
work on postsocialist everyday life [Humphrey 2002], Stephen Kot-
kin’s notion of the project city [Kotkin 1995], and Madina Tlostanova’s
concept of re-existence [Tlostanova 2017a; 2017b] enable a reading
of Aktau as a site where imperial legacies and national imaginaries
are continually reworked.

Methodology

This article employs a combined methodological approach that
brings together close reading and process-tracing, adapting the latter
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from the social sciences to the analysis of poetic texts. While close
reading enables a detailed examination of imagery, rhythm, and sym-
bolic density, process-tracing allows us to track how these symbolic
elements transform across historical periods and poetical genera-
tions.

In literary analysis, process-tracing is used here not to establish
causal mechanisms in the strict political-science sense, but to illumi-
nate the sequential development and semantic evolution of motifs.
This approach makes it possible to identify how a particular image —
such as the tower, the sea, the mountain, or the wind — acquires new
meanings as it moves from Soviet-era industrial optimism to post-
Soviet skepticism or ecological re-interpretation. Thus, process-tra-
cing helps reveal how poetic memory accumulates, diverges, and re-
configures itself over time. The analysis proceeds in four stages:

1. Imagery and speech-act identification. In each poem, domi-
nant images (e.g., mountain-sea, wind, bird, mine, block) and speech-
acts (prayer, invocation, address, cursing) are identified and catalo-
gued.

2. Coding grid. These elements are mapped onto a five-dimensional
analytical grid that structures the comparative analysis:

e Myth / earth—water

e Ecology / modernity

e Ritual time

e Gender / urbanity

e Transregional memory

This grid forms the analytical backbone of the process-tracing
method, allowing images to be followed across texts and periods in a
systematic way.

3. Motif transformation. Shifts in meaning are traced diachroni-
cally. For instance, while Kakimbek Salikov’s Soviet-period verses
glorify miners as embodiments of socialist heroism, Svetqali Nurjan’s
post-Soviet poems recast the same mining towers as symbols of ex-
haustion, decay, or existential unease. Such changes chart the trans-
formation of cultural memory across generations.

4. Micro-comparisons. Finally, a comparative layer examines how
different poets reshape similar motifs within thematic clusters. This
step highlights the plural, sometimes conflicting ways in which Aktau
is imagined in contemporary Kazakh poetry.
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Through this combined method, the study uncovers not only what
symbols mean, but ow they travel, shift, and accumulate within the
poetic memory of the city.

Translation and Intertextual Reading

The English translations of the Kazakh poems used in the analysis
prioritize semantic meaning; poetic function and context are conside-
red rather than literal translation at the word level. However, transli-
teration is preserved for culturally charged concepts such as yer-su
and bata. This approach ensures both cultural authenticity and con-
ceptual continuity.

Methodological Contribution

Unlike collecting classical anthologies, this method enables to es-
tablish processual connections between poems. This allows us to
trace how the same motifs acquire new ethical and political implica-
tions across generations. George & Bennett’s process-tracing ap-
proach is here adapted not only to political science but also to
analyzing the historical layers of literary symbols.

Limitations

The corpus of our study is largely shaped by anthologies published
in different periods. However, publication dates and poetic variants
sometimes differ between these anthologies. This makes historical ac-
curacy difficult in intertextual comparisons. Therefore, cross-resource
scanning (bibliography, archives, oral commentaries) was applied in
our analysis whenever possible. Another limitation is the issue of
translation. As with any translation, there is a certain degree of loss of
meaning in the translation of Kazakh poems into English. Culturally
charged concepts such as yer-su (sacred geography) and bata (prayer),
in particular, were preserved through transliteration rather than direct
translation [Venuti 1995]. This choice was made consciously, as re-
ducing the semantic layers of these concepts to Turkish equivalents
risks diminishing their cultural depth. Nevertheless, this “semantic
loss”, which inevitably arises in the translation process, can be inter-
preted as “productive ambiguity” within the framework of Jan Ass-
mann’s theory of cultural memory [Assmann 2015].

Ethics Note

This research is primarily based on published and publicly availab-
le poetry texts. No systematic ethnographic fieldwork was conducted.

254 Cxo0o3nascmeo, 2025, Ne 96



From Shevchenko to Nevruz: Memory and Ritual in the Layered Modernity...

However, the researchers occasionally conducted informal, conversa-
tional interviews with contemporary Kazakh poets — specifically,
Svetqgali Nurjan and Galim Arip. However, these interviews were nei-
ther included in the qualitative interview format nor in the data col-
lection process. These contacts provided only contextual insight and
were not decisive for the textual analysis.

Therefore, all interpretations and analyses of this study are based
on the published poetry corpus and secondary academic sources.
Thus, both transparency and replicability were maintained throughout
the research process.

Close Reading

A. Myth — Earth-Water and Sacred Toponymy

The mountain-sea dichotomy is not only a geographical motif in
Aktau poetry, but also a constitutive tension intertwined with the
earth-water [Inan 1976] tradition. Although the city was constructed
as a port and logistics center during the Soviet era, it is reread in Ka-
zakh poetry as a palimpsest bearing the sacredness of ancestral
spaces. In this context, the mountain is often positioned as the carrier
of the “ancestral breath”, while the sea is positioned as both the space
of industrial modernity and the mirror of collective memory.

In Tilepov’s verses, the mountain becomes “bata” (prayer), car-
rying the wind from the ancestral homeland; thus, topography is di-
rectly articulated into ritual practice. In Oralbayuly, the sea is labored
with pipelines and harbor noise; yet the “illusory” [Austin 1962]
power of waves and wind transforms the industrial surface into a sa-
cred address. Yesdaulet reconstructs the mountain-sea binary through
the mother-child bond: the mountain becomes a protective “white
tent”, and the sea a “restless child”. Here, Carol Gilligan’s ethics of
care redefines [Gilligan 2017] urban space through compassion and
responsibility. Bayekeev, on the other hand, adds the Shevchenko
layer, opening up the motif’s transregional dimension: while the sea
becomes associated with exile and language loss, the mountain be-
comes a “palimpsest of names”. Thus, Aktau becomes not only a lo-
cal site of memory but also a culturally resonant node in the Black
Sea — Caspian memory continuum.

Ultimately, the mountain-sea binary functions as a switching
mechanism, constantly oscillating between local sanctity and indus-
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trial modernity, national memory and imperial strata. This transitivity
aligns with Assmann’s concept of “mnemohistory” [Assmann 2015], —
the study of how the past is remembered, reinterpreted, and continual-
ly rewritten in cultural memory — demonstrating that the past, not
merely a remnant but a constantly rewritten layer of meaning, conti-
nues to live on in the city’s poetic palimpsest.

B. Ecological Imagination

In Aktau’s poems, nature appears not merely as a backdrop but as
a direct agent. Ecological imagination continually erodes the indus-
trial codes imposed by Soviet planning and reconstitutes the city as a
“living system”. In this context, nature becomes a collective subject,
not subject to modernity but rather one that negotiates with it.

Kibasov’s line, “The breath of the waves in the eyes of the sap-
lings” [Kibasov n.d.], does not see the city as mere concrete blocks;
on the contrary, it transforms the rhythm of the sea into the city’s res-
piration. Here, Buell’s concept of “environmental imagination” [Buell
1995] comes into play: nature enters the scene not as a backdrop, but
as an identity-forming subject.

In Kilibayeva, the image of the sea breeze and “white tents” ren-
ders Lefebvre’s distinction between “conceived and lived space” visi-
ble [Lefebvre 2023]: beyond the planned port and blocks, the city
becomes a domesticated space. In this context, the wind is not merely
a physical flow but a carrier of cultural codes such as motherhood and
hospitality.

Davitbayeva’s metaphor of “blue sea dress, white waves skirt” di-
rectly transforms Aktau into a feminine body. This reproduces the
cultural identification between nature and women, as ecofeminist
criticism [Plumwood 1993; Merchant 1980] has pointed out, while
simultaneously revealing a resilient imaginary of the body: the city is
clothed not with steel, but with water and wind.

In Narikov’s line “iron poles piercing the earth’s chest” [Narikov
n.d.], the triumphal rhetoric of modernism is simultaneously heard as
an ecological wound. Here, technological progress carries the mea-
ning of both heroism and transgression. This dual coding prepares an
inherent critique of the discourse of “progress”, even in Soviet-era

poetry.
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Thus, Kibasov’s breathing, Kilibayeva’s domesticated space, Da-
vitbayeva’s feminine body, and Narikov’s wounded earth, when com-
bined, construct Aktau as an ecological palimpsest. The identity of
the city is not born from oil rigs or blocks, but from the resistance of
waves, wind, birds and stones.

C. Industrial Modernity and the Aesthetics of Labor

In Aktau’s poetic map, industrial modernity produces both heroic
and catastrophic aesthetics. This dual sentiment evolves from the
exaltation of labor to the condemnation of space, in a continuum ex-
tending from the Soviet era to the post-independence era.

KyrTheIKTaliABI ATBIpay MeH
AKTaybIM

Congratulations Atyrau and Aktau.

Jy6ipimen I'epkynecreii 30p Kym-
TiH,

[IaxTep KaybIM OaTbIpiIapMeH TeH
TYCTIH.

With your strength, you are as
strong as Hercules, and you are on a
par with the heroes of the Shakhtar
community.

Salikov’s description of the miners as “Hercules-powered” [Sali-
kov n.d.] demonstrates that Soviet rhetoric constructed the worker not
only as a producer but also as an epic hero. A direct analogy is drawn
here between the batir tradition and the proletarian worker. Such lines
resonate with Kotkin’s concept of the “magnetic mountain” [Kotkin
1995]: industrial cities are constructed not only as economic but also
as ideological centers of attraction.

MamnrbicTay Mangistau

Bypra eHci3 xoH eni Oy apamap,
ByrinbocxepTammaiicbIHCBIHAKAFAP.
Kep Tecine xKamanraH TeMip HiHTEK,
Afimanma caMcan Typ MyHapamiap.

These were once a lifeless place,

Today you won’t find a vacant lot
to build a wall.

An iron pillar is driven into the
earth,

The towers are standing idly.

This Narikov’s poem Mangistau depicts the city as “steel forest”
[Narikov n.d.], and nevertheless embodies ambivalence: on the one
hand, an epitome of technological triumph, and on the other, a meta-
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phor for a violation that pierces the earth’s breast. This dual coding
corresponds to Debord’s definition of “spectacular modernity”
[Debord 2022]: the spectacle of progress simultaneously produces in-
jury and alienation.

In the post-independence era, Svetqali Nurjan inverts the same se-
mantic set (pipes, chimneys, blocks), describing the city as “kusmer
karaHatel” (apocalyptic realm) [Nurjan n.d.].

Akray Kanacel (Herarus) Aktav sehri (Negativ)
Aranane! “Axray” gem Kaigam atel, | It was called “Aktau” by the pen
Canran oHbl KusiMeT Karanatel. | name,

Bip xe3zmepi 6oma ma xaszman It was built by the Khaganate of
KallfaH, Doom.
“XX — racwIp/IbIH Fanamarsl!” Once upon a time, it almost
became,
Epresxeiini eninin Tac kecemi, “The wonder of the 20" century!”
Mac kerreHiH OYTBIHAH TYp
ChIFaIal. The Stone Leader of the Dwarf
Country,
Keoex — Tarana! Stands at the end of the street,
CaiiTan epHEK KYpPBII XY, drunk.
Caiikaibl ep 6or,
MyHaiibl Ker, The God of the sky!
Kynaiier oK Kamara. Satan is creating a pattern,
As a man of great wealth,
To a city with a lot of oil,
With no God.

Here, industrial heritage is now perceived as catastrophe and de-
monized modernity. Tlostanova’s concept of “post-socialist re-exis-
tence” [Tlostanova 2017b] explains this transformation: the remnants
of modernity are no longer spaces of progress, but of survival and
re-existence. Thus, the line drawn between Salikov’s heroic miners,
Narikov’s ambivalent steel jungle, and Nurjan’s apocalyptic city re-
veals the poetic destiny of industrial modernity: triumph — viola-
tion — curse.

D. Memory Politics: The Shevchenko/Aktau Layer

The official adoption of the name “Shevchenko” in Aktau be-
tween 1964 and 1991 produced not only a toponymic shift in the
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city’s poetic memory but also a transregional politics of memory.
The exile of Ukrainian national poet Taras Shevchenko to Mangys-
tau in the 1850s constitutes the intersection of themes of exile, lan-
guage loss, and resistance in both Kazakh and Ukrainian literature
[Luckyj 1980].

Erimbetov’s line, “Many poets, like Taras, carried unfinished
dreams” [Erimbetov n.d.], directly poeticizes this intersection: Shev-
chenko’s unfinished dream evokes both the suppression of national
memory and the linguistic ruptures during the Soviet era.

AKxray. llleBuenko Aktau. Shevchenko
Kapanrsl, KaTan 3amanfa, In a dark, harsh time,
Kamaupin kamac kamayza. Locked up in a cage.
Kahapman x003apb KbIpiTajsl, The heroic kobzar sang,
Kenepin 6axpIT Anamra. Blessings to come to Adam.
JlanaHel cyii Tarbl 1a, He loved the steppe again,
VYKpauHachIH CaFblHa. Missing Ukraine.
YMiTIeH MIBIOBIK Ka/labl, OJ1 He planted a stake with hope,
Atinaner Tapac OarprHa. And it turned into Taras’ garden.

The restoration of the name to “Aktau” after Kazakhstan gained
independence in 1991 can be interpreted through Boym’s concept of
“reflective nostalgia” [Boym 2021]. In this form of nostalgia, the past
is not completely erased; on the contrary, loss and gain persist simul-
taneously. While the local toponym is reclaimed, the Shevchenko
layer remains as a “subtext” in memory.

This dual politics of memory can be explained by the concept of
“layered memory” [Assmann 2015] in Assmann’s theory of cultural
memory: space carries not only the locality of the present but also the
exiled voices of the past. Indeed, Temir Mincas’s poem “AKraygars
Tapac eckeprkimin keprenue” relocates Shevchenko to the shore
with the image of “rrarana keHin” (seagull’s heart) opposite the mon-
ument [Mincas n.d.]. This image brings together both local ecology
and transregional memory.

The Oriental Studies, 2025, Ne 96 259



O. Soylemez and O. F. Ates

AKTayaarbl Tapac eCKepTKilIiH
Keprenje

When I see the Taras monument
in Aktau

AWaIeI KeJIiH Kepime,

OyJ1 marel OyFay — TarIbIpIaH.
PyxbIH pu3a Oineni e,
KazakTal yJIbl XaJIbIKKa

©O3 aKbIHBIH/IAM oCTIETTET,
OcliHEeH/TI TacKa KOHJIBIPFaH...
MyHIpUTAY TIBIKTHI ©JICHIH,
Ke3iH Ko OOJIIbI Ka0bIFap,
JHenp e3eH —aHaHa JKOJIAAIbIH
casieM cassl Oap,

Ci3 )ypreH xep/ii KopMeKKe
OCBIH/Ia TaJIall KeJep JKYpT,
JKakceia *KaTThIK KOKTHIFBIH,
OcHHEeH/TI KOpPTEeH JKaH YFap.
Toyerncizaik TaHBI aThIT,
IaHBIPaFbIH TIKT1 TyOeTiM,
VYkpawuna aepoec e OyriH,
iCKe acThl apMaH-TiJIETiH.
“Tapac Ta MmyHza OonFan” e,
KacTepiieiiMi3 aTblH/IbI
bi3benen opke3 yHmecce
AKBIH/IBIK PYyX-)KYPETiH...

You came to my land,

this is also a fetter from fate.

The country knows your soul,

to a great nation like the Kazakhs

Like its own poet,

you set your image on stone...

Your poem is sad,

you have been gone for a long time,

you sent a greeting to your mother,

the Dnieper River,

there is a melody of greeting,

many people come here to see the pla-
ce where you are,

whether we are well or not,

the one who sees your image will un-
derstand.

The dawn of independence has daw-
ned,

my peninsula has raised its flag,

Ukraine is an independent country
today,

your dream and wish have come true.

«Taras was here too,»

we will chant your name

if your poetic soul and heart always
resonate with us...

Thus, Aktau emerges as a culturally resonant palimpsest city of
the Black Sea — Caspian axis: Shevchenko’s exile cannot be erased,
nor can the return of the native toponym be reversed. The Shevchen-
ko layer is not only a shared memory of exile, but also a ground
where contrasting emotions arise in different poets.

In Svetqali Nurjan, this layer is read as the “kusmer KaraHatsl”
(Dies Irae) of the Soviet empire: the city’s name, along with the
chimneys rising to the sky, becomes the “mark of a demonic legacy”
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[Nurjan n.d.]. For Nurjan, Shevchenko is no longer a “brother exile”,
but a cursed name that recalls the internalized trauma of the Soviet
project.

In Galim Arip, the same layer is transformed into a utopian vi-
sion. In the poem “Aktau — city of dreams”, the poet exalts the city
as ‘““kacTblK neH JocThlK mahaper” (city of youth and friendship)

[Arip n.d.].

AKTay — apMaH KaJjiachl

Aktau — City of Dream

AKTayFa KeJceH,
aj1aMJIbl KOp CeH
JKasITBIH KYIIIAK aiikapa,
yrputa xxy3ai
[IyaKThI )KaH/IaP
cesimai TepOep Kaiaa aa.

AKTaybIM MEHiH-

apMaH MCH JKacThIK,
Oepeke, 10CTHIK mahapsl,
AXTayJbIH TaHbI

ayayrar arap

If you come to Aktau,

see the people

who walk with open arms,
where are the bright faces
and the sunny souls

who are sensitive.

My Aktau is

a city of dreams and youth,
of prosperity, of friendship,
and the morning of Aktau
is a fiery dawn and

IIambUIBIIT aJIThIH IIaIlarbl.

is a golden dawn.

Here, the central theme is not the name Shevchenko, but the post-
independence return of the native name. But the past is not entirely
erased; Arip’s image of the “white cliff” transcends the layer of exile
and produces a vision that opens to the future.

This opposition demonstrates that the Shevchenko/Aktau layer
cannot be reduced to a single narrative of memory. Nurjan’s “nega-
tive palimpsest” and Arip’s “utopian palimpsest” overlap on the same
ground. This overlap can be explained beyond Boym’s “reflective
nostalgia” by Tlostanova’s (2017) decolonial concept of “re-exis-
tence”: that is, ways of condemning and re-existing the past co-exist
in the same city.

E. Ritual Time: Nevruz and the Cycle

Ayapbergenuli’s line “Op yiiniH Karbl ecik, Tepesecin, O3 Hay-
pb13 Axraybimasl apanan xyp” (“Nevruz knocks on every door, every
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window, travels around Aktau)” (1996) demonstrates that seasonal
ritual can permeate even Soviet apartment blocks.

93, Haypsi3. Akraybimasl apanan | Hey, Nauryz. Take a walk around

KYP Aktau.
Kex mbikTsl, Haypb3 kemui The sky is blue, Nauryz has come
AKraybIMa, to my Aktau,
Kexremmi Tin sxeTmeit Typ Spring is not enough to praise.
MaKTaybIMa.
Say, Nauryz, extend your hand to
Co3, HaypbI3, KOJIBIHBI3IBI all of us,
GapIiaMsI3Fa, Now, Nauryz, has set foot in my
O3, HaypsI3, AKTaybIMa asiK Aktau.
0acTsl.

Knocking on the doors and

Op yiiIiH KaFblll ecik, Tepesecid, | windows of every house,

O3, Hayphi3, AKTaybIM/IbI apajar Now, Nauryz, is walking around
KYP. my Aktau.

The personification of Nevruz entering the homes of apartment
residents, in line with Mircea Eliade’s concept of “eternal return”
(1954), symbolizes the suspension of linear socialist time and the re-
activation of cyclical, mythical time. Here, even reinforced concrete
blocks are opened to the ritual of ancestral hospitality; thus, the me-
mory of space and the cycle of the calendar overlap [Eliade 2017].

Mincas’s line ‘“JKana mapaxrap xa3sinap” (“New pages will be
written”) (2003) connects individual life stories with the rhythms of
the city. Here, the city is not merely a place but a narrative notebook:
the life cycle of individuals is written, merging with layers of collec-
tive time, like Nevruz. Paul Ricoeur’s concept of “narrative time”
(1984) is apt to explain this process: personal biography is articulated
with urban ritual, and the city becomes a text constantly “rewritten”
by the stories of its inhabitants [Ricoeur 2009].

Thus, ritual time in Aktau’s poems transcends the shift and quota
times of industrial modernity, bringing the rhythm of seasonal cycles
into the city. This is a layer of time that both connects the city with
ancestral rituals and articulates the life stories of new generations. In
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these poems, Aktau is imagined not only as an oil port but also as a
cultural calendar reborn every spring.

F. Gender and the Ethics of Care

Samsadinova’s line “I learned to love in the steppe, but this naugh-
ty city taught me to cry” (2001) portrays the city as an ambivalent
lover. Here, nature (the steppe) is the site of emotional learning, while
the city is the site of emotional rupture. When considered within Ca-
rol Gilligan’s concept of “the ethics of care” (1982), Samsadinova’s
voice centers relationality and emotional responsibility over abstract
heroism or production [Gilligan 2017]. Kilibayeva’s lines about white
tents (AK mateipiap TizinreH) domesticate the city: concrete blocks
are rewritten with the yurt, the most fundamental symbol of nomadic
memory. Lefebvre’s distinction between “designed space” and “lived
space” (1991) appears here: the planned port city becomes home in
the female poet’s imagination [Lefebvre 2023].

In Davitbayeva, the metaphor of “blue sea dress, white wave skirt”
(2010) directly transforms the city into a feminine body. Joan Tron-
to’s stages of care (1993) — attention, responsibility, skill, and reci-
procity — resonate in these lines: Aktau is no longer an industrial
project, but a fragile body requiring constant attention [Tronto 1993].

What these three poets share in their voices is the opposition of
feminine ethics of care, domestication, and surveillance to the male-
dominated discourse of the worker/miner. While Aktau is frequently
depicted by male poets as a space to be “conquered” or “produced”,
by female poets it becomes a space to be “protected”, “cared for”,
and “tamed by loving”. This contrast reveals how gender meaning-
fully shapes the constitutive role of gender in the city’s poetic palimp-
sest.

G. Opposing Images: Negative < Utopia

In Svetqali Nurjan’s verses, Aktau is described as “KyTBICBIHBIH
ay3bl allblK KBIH KaMaJFaH, TUi0 epin typOamapaan” (“jinn trapped
in an open bottle, giants spilling out of chimneys”) (2002). The city’s
industrial heritage here takes on a demonic existence: chimneys are
no longer signs of progress, but the devil’s abode. Madina Tlostano-
va’s concept of “re-existence” (2017) illuminates Nurjan’s stance: the
poet not only rejects Soviet modernity but poetically reconstructs the
experience of the people forced to live in its ruins. The city here is
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not the scene of hope, but of language loss and spiritual collapse
[Nurjan n.d.].

In contrast, in Galym Arip’s poem “Axray — apman Kanacsl”, Ak-
tau is portrayed as “apMaH MEH JKacTBIK, OepeKke MEH JOCTHIK IIa-
haper” (“the city of dreams and youth, abundance and friendship”)
(2005/2013). The same sea, the same cliff, the same wind, this time
transform into images of hope, friendship, and abundance. Svetlana
Boym’s concept of “reflective nostalgia” (2021) is crucial here: the
fractures of the past are not denied, but overcome by an imagination
directed toward the future. Arip’s vision makes the city not merely
an “industrial center” but a scene of collective youth and rebirth
[Arip n.d.]. The semantic fields used by both poets — sea, wind,
cliffs, chimneys — are similar; but their valences shift to opposite ex-
tremes: for Nurjan, these elements are poisoned and cursed, while
for Arip, they are purified and resurrected motifs [Tlostanova 2017a;
2017b]. Therefore, negative utopia and positive utopia circulate si-
multaneously in Aktau’s poetry. This tension reflects the typical
characteristics of the post-Soviet imagination: destruction and re-
newal, curse and hope, the shadow of the past and the possibility of
the future coexist [Boym 2021].

The collision of these dual imaginations (Nurjan’s dark urban vi-
sion and Arip’s utopian vision) within the same semantic field reveals
the poetic palimpsest nature of Aktau. The city is neither a wholly
cursed space nor a pure utopia; it is a threshold oscillating between
the two. This liminality reveals both the contradictions of post-Soviet
memory and the possibilities for rewriting modernity in Kazakh poe-
try. Thus, Aktau’s poems represent not only a local urban experience
but also a broader literary and cultural debate: the desire for renewal
amidst ruins, the possibility of hope amidst despair. This tension pro-
vides the conceptual underpinning for the transition to the article’s
discussion and conclusion.

Discussion and Conclusion

Six decades of accumulated poetry demonstrate that Aktau has
been constantly rewritten through fixed motifs: mountain-sea, wind-
fauna, chimneys-blocks, Nevruz-house. However, the semantic va-
lues of these motifs are not fixed; they constantly shift over time:
from heroism to pessimism, from industrial pride to an ethic of care,
from exile memory to national romanticism.
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The Shevchenko layer transforms the city into a suggestive con-
nection to Caspian — Black Sea memory formations. The naming be-
tween 1964 and 1991 is not only a Soviet imposition but also a bearer
of memories of exile, language loss, and solidarity [Grabowicz 1996;
Luckyj 1980; Sysyn 2006]. The 1991 renaming can be interpreted
through Boym’s concept of “reflective nostalgia”: while the native
toponym is reclaimed, the memory of exile is not completely erased,
it is layered [Boym 2021]. In the poems, the port, the pylon, and the
apartment blocks are not merely infrastructure; they are worlds of
meaning, sanctified, remembered, and domesticated within the sanc-
tity of land and water [Assmann 2015], ritual cycles [Eliade 1959],
and an ethics of care [Gilligan 1982; Tronto 1993]. Thus, Aktau cea-
ses to be merely a Soviet project; it becomes a living, rewritten ar-
chive of cultural imagination.

At one end of this spectrum lies Svetqali Nurjan’s descriptions of
a “demon-ridden city”, while at the other lies Galym Arip’s utopian
vision of a “Dream City”. For Nurjan, chimneys and blocks are de-
mon traps [Nurjan 2002], while for Arip, a city of friendship adorned
with Judas trees and seagulls is possible [Arip 2005/2013]. Baktibay
Jaylau [Jaylau n.d.], a new generation poet, adds a third voice to this
dialectic:

“IeTTe xKypceM carblHAp If I go abroad, I will miss you,
CaFbIHBIIIBIM, I am Kazakh because of my birth.
MeH Ka3aKIIbIH jKapajFaH apbiM
YIIiH".

Jaylau’s language transcends Nurjan’s negative and Arip’s utopian
visions, coding Aktau as a center of diasporic longing and national
pride. As a representative of the post-2010 poetic generation, Jaylau
writes from a different affective position — neither trapped in Soviet
ruins nor fully absorbed in post-independence optimism. His lines en-
code Aktau as a site of diasporic longing, mobility, and new forms of
belonging. Here, Assmann’s theory of cultural memory (2015) and
Smith’s ethnosymbolism (1994) converge: ManrsicTau is not merely
a city, but a symbol through which national belonging and collective
memory are reproduced.
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Aktau’s poetic palimpsest, therefore, does not merely reckon with
the past; it also generates a new emotional and social imagination of
the future. Industrial modernity, exile memory, ritual cycles, ethics of
care, and national romanticism are layered on the same geographical
ground. Future research could use digital text tools to map these mo-
tifs temporally and spatially, making Aktau a comparative focus not
only in Kazakh poetry but also in all Caspian littoral literature (Baku,
Turkmenbashi).

Future research could expand this study by adopting digital text-
analysis tools to trace motif evolution across larger corpora, or by
comparing Aktau’s poetic representations with those of other Caspian
littoral cities such as Baku or Turkmenbashi. Such comparative ap-
proaches would deepen our understanding of coastal modernities and
transregional memory formations in post-Soviet literature.

Ultimately, the poetic imagination of Aktau demonstrates that cities
in post-Soviet Central Asia are not merely remnants of planned mo-
dernity but living, evolving archives in which memory, ritual, ecolo-
gy, and care continually reshape the contours of national identity.
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Opxan Cotinemes, Omep @apyx Amewt
BIJJ HIEBYEHKA 1O HEBPY3A: IIAM’SITh I PUTVYAJI
Y BATATOIIAPOBII CYYACHOCTI
HOBITHBOI KA3AXCBbKOI OE3Ii B AKTAY
VY wiif crarTi AOCHIIKYETHCS, K MICTO AKTay Npe/ICTaBIeHe B Cy4acHil
Ka3axChKii moesii — sik GararoniapoBa Cy4acHiCTh, CTPYKTypOBaHa 4epes3 na-
M’STh 1 putyanr. Mix 1964 1 1991 poxamu micto mano im’s [llepyenka, 3a-
KJIaJaloun TpaHCperioHadbHui pe3oHanc Mixk YopHomopcbkum i1 Kacmiii-
CHKUM CBiTaMu. BiTHOBJICHHS KOpiHHOTO TOMOHIMY B 1991 porii 30eperiio He
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JUIIE MicIieBy reorpadiro, ane ¥ ciriJy BUTHAHHS, IO € TPUKIAI0M KOHIIETI-
uii boiima mpo “pednexcuBHy HOCTanbrito” (2021). Tum gacoM puTyanbHi
300paxkeHHs, Taki sk HeBpy3, NMpHU3yNUHSIOTH MPOMHUCIOBY XPOHOJIOTIIO,
3HOBY BIIMCYIOUM MICTO B C€30HHI Ta KyJIbTYpHI IHMKIH. Uepe3 TBOpH MOETIB,
3okpema TinemoBa, Opanbaronu, €cnaynera, baekeesa, Hypmkana ta Apina,
AKTay TIOCTa€ HE MPOCTO AK PAASHCHKUHN TOPT, a K “NOCTHYHUI MaiMII-
cect”, SKMH MOCTIHHO TIePEIUCy€eThCs Yepe3 MOABIMHI MOTHBY — ropu/mMope,
Bitep/ayna, HeBpys/»xutinoBi kBapranu. Ha 1oaaTok 10 1UX MpOCTOPOBUX
1 CHMBOJIYHUX HaINpyKeHb, CTATTS IIIKPECIIOE, SK EKOJOTiYHI 00pasu
OXXHBIIAIOTH TIOGTHYHY YSBY MiCTa: BiTEep, CUIb 1 XBHJII 4aCTO MOCTAIOTH SIK
AKTUBHI arcHTH, SKi JOMOBJISIFOTBCS 3 TEXHOJIOTIYHOIO 1H(GPACTPYKTYPOIO
cydacHocTi. L[5 ekooriyHa nepcreKkTuBa IMoKasye, sik IPUPOIHI CHIIM IIpo-
TUCTOSTh, NMOIIMHAIOTE a00 MEPEOCMUCIIOITh MPOMHCIIOBE HaB’sI3yBaHHS,
JOAAI0YH TUHAMIYHOTO EKOJIOTIYHOTO BHUMIpY JiTepaTypHiil iAeHTHYHOCTI
Axkray. Y H0CHTIKEHHI TaKOXK PO3DIISIAI0ThCS TeHACPHI IHTEpIIpeTallii MiCh-
KOTO TIPOCTOPY, AEMOHCTPYIOUH, SIK IOETECH TIEPEOCMHUCIIIOIOTH MICTO Yepe3
eTUKY TypOOTH, JOMAIIHBOIO XUTTS Ta BifHOCHH. LIi mpounTanHs 3HalOM-
JIATH 3 aJbTEPHATHBHAMH EMOLIHHIMH reorpadisimMu, sIKi yCKJIQIHIOIOTh Te-
POiYHIi, IHIYCTpiaJIbHI Ta YaCTO MACKYJIIHHO 3aKOJI0BaHi ysBJICHHS y BipIiax
pansHebKoi 1061, Po3ranryBaBIy 11l To0CH 1Mopyd i3 HapaTHBaMH BUI'HaH-
Hs, TIpaLli Ta PUTYyaly, CTATTA MPEACTaBIsie OaraTOBUMIPHUH OIHC TOTO, K
mam’aTh (PyHKIIOHY€ B OCOOMCTHX 1 KOJIEKTHBHHUX peecTpax. TakuM 4HHOM,
JOC-IIDKeHHsT 00’ eiHy€e Teopil KyJbTypHOI mam’sti (AccMaH), eKOKpUTH-
msMy (b’roemt; OmmepMaHH) 1 MOCTCOIANICTUYHOI TOJMITHKK T1aM’sTi
(Tamdpi; TmocTanoBa), 00 MTPOIEMOHCTPYBATH, K AKTAy YSABIISIOTH SIK Ha-
[IOHAIBHO, TaK 1 TPAHCPETIOHATBHO B MEXaX Ka3aXChKOTO MOSTHYHOTO JTUC-
Kypcy. 3peliTor, y CTaTTi CTBEPIKYEThCS, 110 AKTay (YHKIIIOHYE SIK JITE-
parypHUil apXiB, y SIKOMY IE€PETHHAIOTHCS Cy4acHICTh, Mi()OJIOTis, EKOJIOTis
Ta eTHKA MiKJIyBaHHs, CTBOPIOIOYH KYJIbTYPHHI HApaTHB, IO PO3BHBAETHCA 1
MIPOIOBXKY€ (POPMYBATH CydacCHY Ka3aXxChKy 1CHTUIHICTb.

KaouoBi ciioBa: Axray, kazaxcbka noesis, Illeuenko, HeBpy3, Kysib-
TypHA I1aM’Th, HAJIMIICECT, EKOKPUTHKA
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