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Safeguarding of the Art of Akyns, Kyrgyz Epic Tellers

I. Background

The Manas trilogy is an oral encyclopaedia of Kyrgyz history and social values, extending back more than a thousand years. An akyn, Kyrgyz master epic teller, performs alone a narrative involving the memorization of long passages as well as creativity in improvisation. In addition to the Manas, there are more than forty smaller epics, each with a distinct theme and rhythm, often accompanied by the three-stringed Kyrgyz lute, called komuz. The Manas epic comes alive at religious, private, and seasonal ceremonies, national holidays and other social gatherings, and it continues to inspire contemporary Kyrgyz writers and composers. Some performances are intimately linked to cultural spaces charged with collective memories.
In the past few decades, however, economic and environmental changes affected the lifestyle of nomadic groups, and the weakened transmission of the Manas epic became a symptom of larger and deeper social disruptions. The Manas submission to UNESCO’s Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity in 2003 signalled both the appreciation and preoccupation of the Kyrgyz government, which implemented the safeguarding action plan with the support of the UNESCO/Japan Funds-in-Trust.
II. Objectives and activities
Planned for the period between February 2005 and July 2009, the project’s core objective is the inter-generational transmission of the Manas epic storytelling and the revitalization of its appeal as a life vocation, a form of entertainment, and a vital element of cultural identity. The following project outputs addressed the objectives: 
· Network of eight youth study centers (henceforth referred to as “studios”) where students learned the epic from master akyns

· Training for akyn teachers
· Training on preservation and management of print, audio-visual and digital archives 
· Concise Manas Epic publication and creation of a digital archive 
The project’s Steering Committee was set up in March 2006 with representatives of the Ministry of Culture, UNESCO’s National Commission, the NGO “World’s Peoples’ Eposes” (WPE), practitioners, and scholars in order to select a National Coordinator for the project (Professor Beksultan Zhakiev) and fine-tune the activities in the various regions.
The Committee identified 8 recognized practitioners (akyns) to become the teachers at the planned school-studios and organized for them a training seminar on teaching methodologies and use of equipment. An important aspect of the seminar structure was the interactive treatment of tradition and practice, as Professor Usenbayev of the Kyrgyz National Conservatory, an active akyn, made a presentation followed by each teacher presenting their own approach and interpretation. This modality enabled a fruitful exchange which built a coherent and rich training process. 
Traditionally, each Kyrgyz akyn was a tutor/teacher for his students and followers, and his followers in their turn became teachers of next generations. The Steering Committee decided that this oral transmission mechanism could be applied through the use of permanent spaces for learning and social interaction: the study centers, called Studios. Eight studios began to function in April 2006, with 69 students selected by the Committee in the regions of Bishkek (3 studios), Talas, Osh, Jalalabad, Issyk-Kul, and Chui. An important strategy for this initiative’s sustainability was engaging the local municipal administrators, who provided the buildings for the studios. 
The transmission was conceptualized on two levels: horizontal (smaller to larger audiences) transmission of knowledge and interest in the art of the akyns through publications, contests and other promotional activities; as well as vertical (inter-generational) transmission of the experience, skills and technique of the Kyrgyz akyns in the spaces of Studios. An ingredient to the success of the trainings was the regular monitoring missions, in which the National Coordinator and the two national experts ensured the quality of the training process and management of the schools. 

The National Commission for UNESCO organized a training course on “Textualization, digitalization and archiving of epic heritage,” led by Professor Nathan Light of the American University in Central Asia in June 2006, to train WPE staff in high-standard digitalization and archiving techniques. As a result, WPE launched an electronic database of recorded versions of Manas. WPE also conducted extensive research on a glossary of ancient words and Manas regional versions in order to issue a printed concise edition of the Manas epic. 

III. Lessons learned and on-going work
A vital element in the project’s planning and execution was the emphasis on informal, personal transmission – conceptualized as vertical transmission - of a traditional practice in the modern Kyrgyz milieu. It was channeled through the network of studios housing the traditional “master-apprentice” interaction, where students often wore elaborate traditional Kyrgyz costumes by the example of their teachers, which contributed to a more immediate connection with the spirit of the epic and the Kyrgyz values it transmits. 
Currently, the school studios are preparing to begin training of a new batch of students from fall 2008 to summer 2009 within the final phase of the project. The important question on sustainability will be to ensure that the studios continue functioning after the end of the project with the support of local authorities and/or sponsors, as well as the opening of more studios around the country. 
The horizontal transmission of the Manas epic has broader and longer-term goals such as the diffusion of the knowledge about and the prestige of the practice within Kyrgyz society. The local and regional Manas contests managed to awaken interest and foster inter-generational exchange. However, revitalized horizontal transmission is a complex, long-term social process that was spurred by UNESCO’s recognition of the Manas and whose further development will depend in the future on the participation of the policy-makers, media, and educational institutions in the promotion of Kyrgyz national living heritage. 
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