ABAI AND WORLD’S LITERATURE


Abai (Ibrahim) Qunanbaiuly ( August 10, 1845 – July 6, 1904) was a Kazakh poet, composer and philosopher. He was also a cultural reformer toward European and Russian cultures on the basis of enlightened Islam. His name is sometimes russified to 'Abay Kunanbayev' ; amongst Kazakhs he is often simply referred to as 'Abai'. 

Abai was born in Karauyl village in Chingiz volost of Semipalatinsk uyezd of the Russian Empire (this is now in Abay District of East Kazakhstan). He was the son of Qunanbai and Uljan, his father's second wife. They named him Ibrahim, as the family was Muslim, but he soon was given the nickname "Abai" (meaning "careful"), a name that stayed with him for the rest of his life. 

The boy first studied at a local madrasah under Mullah Ahmet Ryza. His father was wealthy enough to send Abai to a Russian secondary school in Semipalatinsk. There he encountered the writings of Mikhail Lermontov and Alexander Pushkin, which were influential to his own development as a writer.
Since early childhood Abai was conversant with the poetry of Saadi, Firdawsi, Nizami, Hafiz, Navoi, Fizuli, Babur; studied logic, philosophy, ethics, oriental history, culture; living in Araltobe, he was well acquainted with Russian and Western literature, enjoyed reading Tolstoy and Saltykov.Shchedrin, translated Krylov's fables and Lermontov's verses into Kazakh. 
Abay also translated into Kazakh the works of Russian and European authors, mostly for the first time. Translations made by him include poems by Mikhail Lermontov, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Lord Byron, Ivan Krylov's Fables and Alexander Pushkin's Eugene Onegin. 
Visiting the town of Semipalatinsk (today's Semey), not far from his native aul, Abai became acquainted with the exiled Russian democrats - Mikhailis, Dolgopolov and others. Besides learning news about events in Russia following the abolition of serfdom, Abai found a new source ot spiritual development -Russian literature. The works of Pushkin, Lermontov, Krylov, Tolstoy, and Bunin were of particular importance to him.

Abai translated a series of works of Russian poetry into the Kazakh language. These translations were not literal, but conveyed the character of the original, using the content and imagery of the Russian verses, while giving them a Kazakh expression of emotion. His translation of Tatiana's letter from Pushkin's Eugene Onegin was especially popular. Abai set it to music, and the verses were turned into a well-known Kazakh song. Another beautiful song created by Abai which became popular amongst the Kazakhs was based on Lermontov's poem Mountain Heights (in its turn an interpretation of verses by Goethe).

The ideas of the enlightened Russian democrats Chernyshevsky and Dobroliubov, carried by the exiles into the Kazakh Steppe, were in harmony with Sufism in their striving towards the collective search for truth, the dissemination of knowledge amongst the people, and the education of man in the spirit of humanism. These moral values became defining ones in Abai's work. Through the Russian language, Abai became acquainted with ancient Greek philosophy, which led to the study of the western civilisations that had done so much to shape Russia's morality.

The result of Abai's philosophical search was a collection of his maxims, written in prose and consisting of forty-five 'word' essays. Abai's maxims are created in the spirit of Muslim rasail - reflections and edifying thoughts which were especially widespread amongst the Sufis at the end of the tenth century. Beginning in the twelfth century, Islam penetrated nomadic Central Asia in a Sufi form, preached by wandering dervishes, whose graves would become places of worship. The dervishes themselves were greeted as spiritual mentors, or Elders I bearers of the truth and goodness, who, like Batyr Koblandy's protectors, were at the same time able to bestow supernatural qualities on man.

Ancient epic literature established the Sufi influence as a reality of Kazakh nomadic lite, but in Abai's maxims the Sufi's overriding search for humility and asceticism as a way to attain the knowledge of God in eternal life after death, is seen as an outdated world vision, confining people to passivity. Assessing the tarikat (the Sufi metaphor for a life's journey, leading to spiritual perfection and humility), Abai writes: 'If humanity took the path pointed out by the saints - the tarikat - for its model, the world would have fallen into neglect. Who would have herded the cattle, who would have stopped the enemy, who would have sewn clothes, who would have planted the seeds or procured the riches of the earth?'

In the maxims Abai creates his own adat or ethical code for the Muslims of his time. Leaning on the Hadith, the account of the words and deeds of the Prophet Mohammed, Abai shows the necessity of renewing religious canons in keeping with the time. Abai's ideal are the striving for knowledge, charity and justice - qualities that the Prophet and the saints possess. However, Abai considers that love of the saints is 'enough only in order to show concern about life after death as they forgot or failed to take into account worldly joys.'

Abai sees the embodiment of his ideals in those who combine the spiritual quest with an intellectual one, in those 'who strive to attain an Allah commensurate to their reason, who search for the cause behind all phenomena and objects'. The practical experience of government, gleaned by Abai from his early years, and his know ledge of the basic needs of his kinsmen, rich and poor, place the earthly, worldly life at the forefront of his vision. According to Abai the work at 'seekers for truth' is to aim at earthly welfare. 'They will attain truth, righteousness and goodness in the interest of humanity; for them joys and pleasures do not exist in their life apart from their work. Were it not for these thinkers, walking the true path, the whole world might collapse. '

A real feeling for the changing times and an inspired attempt to capture its meaning make Abai's work a moral landmark for the development of Kazakh literature in the twentieth century. Within the framework of this single creative life, Kazakh literature found a synthesis of the ancient oral tradition, the wisdom of literature and philosophy of Islam, and the growing spirit of humanism in Russian writing, harmoniously combined in an overall view that aspires to the highest levels of knowledge and spirituality.
Abay's major work is The Book of Words («қара сөздері», Qara sózderi), a philosophic treatise and collection of poems where he encourages his fellow Kazakhs to embrace education, literacy, and good moral character in order to escape poverty, enslavement and corruption. In Word Twenty Five, he discusses the importance of Russian culture, as a way for Kazakhs to be exposed to the world's cultural treasur.

Communication with exiled Russian social democrats, E.P.Mihoelisom, N.Dolgopolovym and S.Grossom, gave impetus to his potential abilities. Abay's treatment of Russian literature, which experienced creativeimpulse at that time, was natural, where poetic in Eastern tradition was treated very high. Morality and languages take paramount part at Abay's universal system. He considered that language opens a window into the vast world. Humanity and liberality oblige learn languages of other nations, as only in this way for human-thinker can feel a connection with the geniuses of the spiritual world. There are dozens of definitions of man. Certainly, the most acceptable usually relies on scientific: representative of the genus homosapiens. However, is it always that every man justifies such a flattering definition? It is says, that, person is that and that, but sometimes it represented that every definition is not accurate, as some people born to manage and others to obey. They are majority, but Abay as peak of mountain rises high above drab existence of reality of his time. Abay did not become a follower of German philosophers, despite that he learned their works, for instance, Feurbach's anthropological materialism. On the contrast, he considered the anatomical structure of the human bodies and its organs not as a product of nature, but as a result of the creative activity of God, his wisdom and love to humans. On the other hand, such worldview position did not prevent him to represent a man as unique and high product of his philosophy. Abay absorbed much of that carried the eastern and Arab culture: the Quran, the thousand and one nights. He was familiar with the works of Ferdowsi, Nizami, Saadi and Navoi, studied the works of Aristotle, Socrates, Spinoza and Spencer. Poetry of Pushkin, Lermontov, Goethe, Byron and Schiller was extremely congenial to him. As well as he wanted to be introduce his people with top of the world spirit. In his translation into Kazakh languages Abay subtly conveyed the spirit of poems and adapted them into the outlook of his fellow tribesmen. Within 20 years Abay bloomed as versatile genius. He won extraordinary authority and popularity which were unknown in steppe before. He was surrounded by Akyns (oral improvising poets), singers, composers and young talented people, socio-philosophical and literary schools being established. Abay's moral and ethical views were not just a figment of his imagination over the observation of life and social system of Kazakhs. Abay thoroughly studied the works of ancient philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, as well as works of German philosophers of modern times like Kant, Hegel and Feuerbach. 
We know from the recollections of his exile friends ( Leontiev and others) that Abai studied Western philosophers, in particular Spenser and Spinosa , and was interested in Darwin’s theory.

In Kazakhstan during the whole XXth century, great attention was paid to the artistic translation, a certain work was carried out to translate literary masterpieces from Kazakh into other languages and, conversely, from other languages into Kazakh. As a result, a significant number of works of Russian and world literature were published in the Kazakh language. At the same time, it should be noted that many works of the classics of Kazakh literature have been translated into foreign languages. Moreover, they we translated both in Kazakhstan and abroad. In 1953, the epopee "The Path of Abai" by Mukhtar Auezov, a famous and recognized Kazakh writer of the XX century, was published. In the 1950s, this novel was published in Bulgaria, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Romania. In 1958 in France the first book of the epopee entitled "Abay's Youth" was published, in 1960 - the second book entitled "The Path of Abai". Thanks to these translations, foreign readers learned about the great Kazakh poet and thinker of the second half of the 19th century, Abai Kunanbayev.

The first translations of some poems by Abay into foreign languages have been done in the 50-s of the XX century. Thus, in the years 1951-1955, some of his poems have been published in the Mongolian language. Professor Ha Huanjian translated Abay's works into Chinese language. In 1950, he translated the poem "Iskander" into Chinese, which was published in the journal "Literary Translations". In 1958 he translated the other two poems by Abay, which have been published in the book "Abay Kunanbayev.
In conclusion, we should note the international recognition of Abay Kunanbayev, the classic of Kazakh literature. His works (verses, poems, philosophical essay) have been translated into many foreign languages. Multi-genre creative heritage of Kazakh poet of the second half of the XIX century Abay Kunanbayev is an invaluable treasure of the world literature.
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