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If we consider Aitmatov’s* “Jamila” as a melody celebrating Soviet life, then his “Piebald
Dog Running Along the Shore” is a ballad celebrating the unity and eternal flow of life itself.
Based on two myths, Loover Duck and Fish Woman,” “Piebald Dog” is the story of Kirisk, an
eleven-year old Nivkhi boy going to sea for the first time to learn to hunt.* The trip is being made
exclusively for his benefit as an introduction to the sea. Those accompanying him are grandpa
Organn, Kirisk’s father Emrayin, and Mylgun, Emrayin’s cousin. They belong to the tribe of
Fish Woman, a tribe that lives along Piebald Mountain in the Sakhalin region. They hunt seals on
three islands: Little Dug, Middle Dug, and Big Dug.

The Nivkhi practice animism. They believe that a supernatural power worthy of worship
animates the material universe. Human beings, they believe, do not die, they join the elements.
They worship the sky, the wind, stars, even inanimate things. Their boat was hewn out of a
poplar trunk by Organn over three summers. At the time, Organn conversed with the boat
mentally, called it brother kayak, and thanked it for its efforts. Now, initiating Kirisk to the life
of the hunter and breadwinner, he entrusts Kirisk to the boat. As the elder, it is his duty to teach
the boy to become independent, to be aware of the unceasing conflict between water and land,
and to develop endurance and the will to survive.’

Unlike Kirisk, whose only concern was the hunt, Organn’s thoughts were with the Fish
Woman. Often, he closed his eyes, smoked his pipe, and ruminated. In his mind, he swam with
Fish Woman, the matriarch of the Fish Woman tribe.® Emrayin and Mylgun rowed. Emrayin, the
voice of reason, was young, broad-shouldered, and bearded. Mylgun, quick-tempered and
abusive, was young and stocky. They intended to bring back three seals.’

Kirisk knew that the tribe had kept his going to sea a secret from Kinri, evil spirits that hate
to see cooperation between fathers and sons. When leaving, his mother had said, “Off you go to
the “forest’.” He also knew that his return would be celebrated. There would be singing and
dancing followed by the shaman assigning him his own star. At the present, however, the sea

! For Aitmatov’s life see, Bashiri, "Chingiz Aitmatov: Life and Works," EurasiaCritic monthly magazine on
Eurasian Politics, and online at www.eurasiacritic.co.uk, July, 2008, pp. 74-79.

2 For an analysis of “Jamila,” see Bashiri, "The Art of Chingiz Aitmatov's Stories,"
https://www.academia.edu/8113745/The_Art_of Chingiz_Aitmatovs_Stories

3 For both myths, see Nina Kolesnikoff, Myth in the Works of Chingiz Aitmatov, University Press of America, 1999,
pp. 55-58.

* For information on the Nivkhi (same as Nivkh), see Wixman, pp. 145-146.

® Cf., Kolesnikoff, Myth, p. 61.
® For the role of Fish Woman in relation to fertility, see Kolesnikoff, Myth, p. 57.
" For the significance of number “three,” see Kolesnikoff, Myth, pp. 61-62.
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