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There are still rarely performed works of folklore, insufficiently studied phenomenon in traditional art 

of the Kazakhs, which was unfortunately bypassed by researchers for lack of facts. 
This article is dedicated to the little-known field of Kazakhs’ traditional music culture – Orteke 

musical theater performances of mountain goat’s dance. Orteke was designed as a hand marionette: the 
wooden figure of a mountain goat installed on a small machine tool. The figure is set in motion by pulling 
a cord attached to a wire that is in contact with the figure on one side, and worn on the fingers of 
performer's right hand, playing a musical instrument, on the other side. This motion is defined by rhythmic 
patterns of music. The wooden figure jumps, rides, makes different turns while playing the dombra. 

Academician Ahmet Zhubanov published the article about this art in the “Kazahstanskaya pravda” 
newspaper (1935.25.02): “Orteke – the beginning of the Kazakh puppet theater”. Describing the musical 
theater performance with the figure of a mountain goat he gave interesting facts: along with goat figures in 
orteke “sometimes added figures of a horse, a man and a woman”. Last ones do different dance moves to 
the appropriate rhythm of music. A skilled dombra performer can make very interesting combined 
movements of aforementioned four figures. According to the author the well-known musician, the 
dombrist of the XIX century Nausha Bokeykhanov perfectly knew this art, regulated movements of all 
four wooden figures. 

As it became known from the “Aikyn” newspaper (from 2008.12.04) a musical instruments’ making 
master Zhanibek Abilpeisov who lives and works in Western Kazakhstan knows the art of orteke. 
According to Zh. Abelpeisov orteke is an ancient art beyond any doubt. Musician is convinced that orteke 
art appeared about 3,000 years ago (as written in the article from the newspaper). This age suggests 
ancient Turkic origins of the orteke art, but it is still no any evidence-based information for this 
suggestion. 

As professor, master maker of musical instruments Zholaushy Turdygulov marks he had seen in 
childhood in his native Tarbagatai region dombra player who controlled a little bear’s figurine that has not 
been installed on the machine tool. Dombra player was playing sitting on the carpet, clutching marionette 
to toes and depicted bear’s movements. 

According to known artist, associate professor of Folk Music department of Kurmangazy Kazakh 
National Conservatory Ersayin Basykara, orteke is different from all kinds of puppetry technique of 
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performance. “I am familiar with the art of a mountain goat from childhood, – says the musician. – My 
father was a famous kuyshi Bakhyt Basygaraev. He played this dance with dombra for us when we were 
children. When we asked father what he was playing, he said, that the melody is called “Kalmyk kui”. 
Imagine my surprise when, after many years in the early 90's of the twentieth century at the “Voice of 
Asia” festival I suddenly heard the same melody! It was performed by Kalmyk woman – artist from 
Elista…” Thus, Kazakh art is connected with Kalmyk. Since we don’t have other sources connected with 
the Kalmyk art, it can be assumed that such a phenomenon also exist among the Kalmyks. E. Basykara 
also noted that the passage of this Kalmyk kuy performed by him is used in the film “The Nomad”. 

Thus, we see that the orteke is not limited with goat figure, it may be a complex performance with the 
participation of other puppets. In general, the existence of different variants of animal images in orteke 
associated with the features of Kazakh land’s geography. Figures of man, woman, horse and bear was 
attended in performance except the Orteke itself. 

According to famous artist, public figure and researcher Abdulhamit Raimbergenov Kazakhs’ orteke 
art was more developed in the past than today. For example, performers could control several figures of 
goats – five, even eight, what indicates the developed performance skill. The dombra player also told us 
about an interesting fact. Famous kuyshi Murat Uskembaev performed kuy “Segiz lak” (“Eight young 
goats”) attaching the thread from eight goats’ figurines to the fingers of his left hand. In this case figures 
danced not on a machine tool but on carpet laid out on the floor. 

Thus, the orteke art been developed in different parts of the huge Kazakh steppe and in different 
ways. Unfortunately there are no more masters of this genre and technique is not preserved. 

Art Orteke today in Kazakhstan in the path of revival. Every year a festival at the international level. 
Kazakh artists and manufacturers Orteke submit their best work. modern model Orteke. Instead of the 
traditional wood Orteke made of Plexiglas and perfected by modern lighting. 

Orteke three in one machine. The authors explain, the first figure “ata Orteke” meaning “grandfather”, 
the second – “əke” – “father”, the third “ball Orteke” – “boy, son” wooden figurine of a mountain goat, 
installed on the machine type of the mountain.  

Artist and master manufacturer Dalbay Muratkhan of East Kazakhstan has made himself dombra 
trapezoidal shape, which is typical for this area, and attached a plaque for dolls. “This is my personal 
invention - Dombyra intended only for Orteke. My grandson loves when I'm hiding behind the bed so that 
he saw kids dancing alone that of my performance revolves 360 degrees”.  

Master Abilov Erkosay made the most enhancement view Orteke. Figurine of a goat is not only 
dancing, four legs, but also turns on both sides of the head, with the pedal moves and back Orteke. 

 
The music of “Orteke”. Kuys 
 
There are kuys in Kazakh dombra art, known in traditional culture as orteke. During the study we 

found some of them performed by B. Qubayzhanov and Sh. Qozybakov. One of them known from 
B. Kubayzhanov is an ancient masterpiece of the genre, followed by a story, connected with the myth. 
According to the classification of the famous scientist, culturologist and researcher of the Kazakh and 
Turkic traditional culture A. Mukhambetova this kuy can be attributed to “kuy with the legend” genre. 
Legends not only complement kuy, they also carry out the dramaturgic function in orteke performance. 

Theatre and orteke kui are interchangeable and complementary. Such kuys, performed together with 
the narrative legend, eventually ceased to perform. As we have previously said, the art orteke is syncretic 
genre, and this syncretism appears in kuy. As the researcher A. Muhambetova marks Kazakh kuy is a 
syncretic genre. Kuy always is the unity of the narration and the music [1, 120 с]. 

Later during the study we found information about the existence of folk kuys “Sur Teke” in Zhetisu 
dombra tradition. Recorded in the Western notation by researcher B.Muptekeev this kuy is performed in 
fifths tuning (c-g). There are several versions of folk kuys “Kok Serke” and “Zhorgha Ayu” in the Altai-
Tarbagatai region. First kuy’s name explicitly says that it belongs to the genre of orteke (“Serke” means 
goat). Kuy “Zhorgha Ayu” depicts a bear walk. Thus, we can assume that these kuys performed in 
theatrical performance as orteke. 

In concluding this section, it should be noted that the aforementioned kuys “Orteke”, “Sur Teke”, 
“Zhorgha Ayu” (in the fifths tuning) were performed with the narrated legend what indicates their ancient 
origin. And, in our opinion, they have been associated with the art of orteke. For them swirling motifs are 
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distinctive what reflect the idea of gyre, rotation in a circle which is typical for hunting magic, and 
expressed in the shaman ritual [2]. 

Later samples of orteke kuys were in quart tune, they are characterized by saltations (jumps), pauses, 
grace notes. Kuys of humorous, comic character, in our view, were created as a result of observing the 
habits of the animals that have fallen in the pit. 

 
Kazakh orteke dance 
 
Obviously, this art is connected with the dance. In a life of nomadic cattlemen were dances in which a 

concrete sensual images transferred all the features of nomadic life. “Ormek bi” – the dance of weavers, 
“Qarazhorgha”, “Tepeng kok”, “Zhorghalau” – dance of horse, running horse, “Qoyan biі”, “Qoyan 
burkіt” – dance of eagle hunting a hare and “Orteke” – a dance of goat-jumper. But there is very little 
information about them, and they are still almost unexplored. 

 
Doll-goat in the decorative art of the Kazakhs 
 
Wooden figure of Orteke mountain goat is a part of nomadic culture’s heritage. The art of mountain 

goat surprises by mixing of different kinds of art. In Orteke music, dance movement and crafts are joined 
together. 

Movements of figures can be different, so each piece of figure is made individually. So, the master 
not only makes the doll, but he should know how a figure moves. Therefore, when making a puppet legs 
are made separately and attached to the body with thread or gut strings. Orteke consists of ten parts: head, 
torso, four legs and ankle, which are installed on the body. While doing Orteke the master must take into 
account some circumstances. You cannot get carried away by beauty, it is important that the doll could 
move artistically, appealing and not interfere the musician during the performance. Masters use different 
ways of fixing during the installation of marionette’s different parts. Currently we often can found 
puppets, parts of which are fixed with fishing line. This method is convenient because of the invisibility of 
the fishing line. You can fasten parts with a thin iron wire, strips of raw leather and other materials. Master 
manufacturer also takes into account that parts of the dolls can be different in size and complexity 
depending on the dance Orteke. The scene of this performance – the machine tool which is made as 
percussion instrument in the form of dauylpaz and it is usually beautifully executed with fabric material 
with national ornaments or carvings of bone. 

As you know, since the XVI century, Islam has forbidden depicting of man and animals. However, the 
ancient cultural tradition was stronger. Craftsmen carved wooden sculptures of horses, deer and birds of 
prey. As A. Margulan notes, for centuries, images of man, animals (goats, deers, sheep, tigers) and birds 
were included in the compositions of the frescoes in the domed mausoleums, embroidery on clothes. [3] 

 
Etymology of the word “Orteke” 
 
Faced with such an interesting and rather rare art of Kazakhs we must turn to etymology of the word. 
Consider the two words that make up the “Orteke” – “or” and “Teke”. The first of these has two 

meanings. First, the “or” (“ur” in the ancient Turcic dictionary) means “circle”, “cave”. In the Kazakh 
language “ungur” (үңгiр) means “cave”. Also op-ur is circle, grave, world of the dead, the underworld [4]. 
The pits were dug around the haystacks to protect against cattle and wild goats. Animals trapped in the pit 
(and more often goats - “Teke”), in fear began to rush around looking for a way out, jumping, spinning, 
making a lot of meaningless movements. There is a proverb among the Kazakhs “Bіreuge or qazba, ozіng 
tusesyng” (direct translation “Do not dig a hole to another one, or you will enter into it first”, English 
analogue “Curses come home to roost”). The second meaning is associated with the word “orghu” – “to 
jump”, what means it refers to the typical movement of mountain goat. This word is often used in Kazakh 
folk dances as the name of the dance movement. The word “teka” in the Ancient Türkic dictionary means 
goat [5]. This means that the word Teke has Turkic origin 

In the nomadic life Kazakhs engaged in cattle breeding. Mountain goat was a totem animal, a symbol 
of male fertility, (in Kazakh tau-teke, in Kyrgyz too-teke, tak-teke – a sort of cloven-hoofed animals of 
goats genus). The favorite and almost constant habitats of mountain goats is the rocky highlands. The 
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rocky terrain provides them the necessary safety conditions. Teke was always ahead of the sheep flock. 
Smart and fast goats easily jump over the mountain crevices, feel perfect on rocky talus and climb on the 
rocks and cliffs. Sheep will climb anywhere, but only if the leader – a goat kok-serke will go ahead. 
Kazakh people appreciate this quality. As people say “Serkesіz qoy zhoq, baygesіz toy zhoq” – there is no 
herd of sheep without a goat, there is no any feast without a prize (at horse races). 

 
Musical-theater performance of other nations 
 
A similar phenomenon exists also in Kyrgyz tradition. Famous Kyrgyz musician Nurah 

Abdrahmanuly notes that since ancient times Kyrgyz children and many adults loved the “tak-teke” 
performance – dancing wooden goat. There is a whole Kyrgyz puppetry with goat figurine. He describes 
the stage action as follows: not one but two goats are dancing driving by movings of the fingers and hands 
of komuzchi (Kyrgyz traditional musician). Then there is a fight between the two, during which appears a 
hunter and kill one of them, shooting at him. Thus, Kyrgyz people preserved a whole spectacle with its 
own story and dramaturgy. 

In the art of the “tak-teke”, along with performance on Temir komuz and komuz sounds also a song. 
The young goat puppet called Buz-Bez is also found in Central Asia, as reported by Mark Slobin [6]. 

Buz-Bez belongs to puppet musical tradition which is common in Northern Afghanistan. The marionette is 
set on the platform, connected through a pipe with the dombur instrument and it moves in the rhythm of 
music. A puppet carved entirely of wood and is made of sequins and knickknacks and sometimes of bells. 
As the researcher M.Slobin notes, nowadays this art as entertainment performed for earn some money. But 
he is convinced that this performance is deeply connected with the ancient ideas about the power of 
mountain goats. 

During the study we found information that the Irans in the old day had this art called “kiіk 
oynaghyshy”. We can see it in the historical film of N. Saryhanov “Shukur-Bakhshi” or “Competition”, 
which was filmed in 1963. Shukur the musician went into enemy Khanate to take a part in dutarists’ 
competition. Shukur learns that his brother was captured by Khan. His friends are preparing a military raid 
to free Shukur’s brother, but Shukur goes to the Khan alone with his dutar. Khan arranges competition in 
playing dutar between Shukur and court musician Ghulam, promising to free Shukur’s brother in case of 
his victory. At the end of the competition Shukur bakhshi show saiga dance with dutar and won. 

Thus, we are once again convinced that the cultures of the Turkic peoples are similar due to genetic 
relatedness, common history, ritual and ceremonial practices, and commonality of language. 

 
Corneous ornament in Kazakh art and crafts (animal totem as goat, deer). 
 
The image of goat and ibex, goat horns clearly reveals itself in the fine art of Kazakhs, proto-Kazakhs 

and their ancestors – Scythians, Sakas, Huns. As we can see, in the life of the nomads among the image of 
a mountain goat argali and deer images was very common. 

In the life of Türks who lived on the territory of Kazakhstan very important were animal styles. The 
“Tamgaly Gallery” is full of a number of well-executed anthropomorphic forms, animals endowed with 
human qualities, objects, phenomena, and mythological creatures. 

Images of the goat are frequent in the regions of Kazakhstan. In the mythology of the early nomads of 
Semirechye region the mountain goat is associated with the image of “carrier” of the human soul to the 
tops of the mountains – the habitat of these deified animals. There is a clear sacralization of mountains in 
the religious consciousness of the nomads of Saka time. Mountains are represented as the abode of the 
gods, where the soul of man aspires after the death and to where the mountain goats have “free” access [7, 
pp. 81 - 112]. 

Orteke has a sacred meaning. There is a suggestion that this genre certainly was associated with 
hunting magic. As noted by performers, dombra players and spectators who watched the dancing goat 
entered into a trance. In the Neolithic, according to E.Tursynov, “emerged totems imaged as sacred 
animals. They were objects of religious worship and were considered the patron. There were also 
mediators among hunters, was the belief that the host-spirits of the areas, as well as all the spirits in 
general, love to listen stories or playing a musical instrument. The basis of such concepts was an aesthetic 
pleasure, which ancient man experienced while listening to music or a detailed story narration, and the 
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challenge of mediators who Turkic-Mongolian hunters took with them was entertainment of spirits by 
playing a musical instrument and folklore story performance in order to appease them and ensure a 
successful hunt for those who at that time went to hunting” [7, С 42 – 43]. 

Thus, the mentioned kind of musical performance art has its ethnic and cultural roots in the 
mythological-animistic worldview, closely connected with traditions of nomads. Animals constituting the 
mountain bestiary serve as mediators – a bridge between worlds: mountain goats, sheep, reached snowy 
peaks, where, according to representations of the Kazakhs, was the upper world, so called “pastures of 
heaven”. 

 
Conclusion 
 
To summarize our research we should give the following conclusions: 
1. There are “orteke” folk dance and the same name kuys and marionette theater in Kazakh culture. 

We reviewed dombra kuys in traditional musical art, syncretic musical theater show, as well as arts and 
crafts. As the mountain goat, along with sheep are totems in traditional representation, horn motif is 
reflected in the rock art and ornamentation of Kazakhs and proto-Kazakhs. 

2. Etymology of the word “orteke” is considered. 
3. The deer was one of the most revered animals not only among the nomadic tribes of Eurasia, but 

also among many other Asian and European nations. 
4. As for the causes of fading orteke tradition, it should be noted that in our opinion, cult of the horse 

originated in connection with pastoral way of life of nomads. Cult of the horse replaced the cult of deer, 
goat and quickly occupied the sacrificial position, second only to man, surpassing the bulls, rams and 
goats. Replacing the deer by horse in beliefs is a phenomenon associated not only with shamanism. The 
general process, which took place in ancient times in the vast area of Eurasia, accompanying the 
development of horse breeding, reflects in shamanic traditions. Another reason for the extinction related as 
we noted earlier with the arrival of Islam, because Islam prohibits images of people and animals. Cult of 
Saints in Islam is largely formed from a complex of beliefs that shaped the ancient cult of the dead 
ancestors. Another reason has social and historical nature. In Soviet times, the state theaters adopted the 
European way of development, and therefore the national theater gradually began to lose its importance. 
Also, attempts to revive the genuine folk phenomena were persecuted and harassed. 

5. In the course of our study “orteke” kuys were found – both folk and author. 
6. In a result of this material research we established the existence of orteke art in Kyrgyz, and also 

with the Afghan cultures besides Kazakh. Earlier these facts nowhere in Russian-language literature were 
noted. The other Turkic-speaking peoples has orteke phenomenon which exists as game and ritual theater. 

7. Currently orteke, as well as other forgotten ancient traditional arts revives. 
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Баян ƏБІШЕВА 
 

«ОРТЕКЕ» СИНКРЕТИКАЛЫҚ ӨНЕРДІҢ ҚАЗАҚ ЖƏНЕ БАСҚА ТҮРКІ ТІЛДІ  
ХАЛЫҚТАРЫНДАҒЫ БАЛАМАЛАРЫ 

 

Резюме 
 

Мақала «Ортеке» өнерінің музыкалы-театралдық көріністің қазақ жəне басқа түркі-моңғол елдеріндегі болмысын 
қарастыруға арналған. “Ортеке» өнерін зерттеу – түркі халықтарының қуыршақ өнерінің қайнар көзін айқындаудың 
жолы жəне (басқа да өнер түрлерімен қосыла танылғанда) жалпы мəдени мұрасын тануының кілті болып табылады. 
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СИНКРЕТИЧЕСКОЕ ИСКУССТВО «ОРТЕКЕ» У КАЗАХОВ И У ДРУГИХ ТЮРКСКИХ НАРОДОВ 
 

Резюме 
 

Статья посвящена изучению «Ортеке» («Танцующий козлик») – развновидности музыкально-театрализованного 
(кукольного) представления, истории его возникновения и особенностям функционирования. Данное явление под 
разными названиями бытует у ряда тюрко-монгольских народов Евразии («ортеке» – у казахов, «так-теке» – у кыргызов, 
«текен би» – у калмыков). Также имеются сведения о его бытовании в Северном Афганистане под названием «буз-бэз». 
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