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The Artistic Image of the Kazakh Steppe in K. Paustovsky’s Prose

Abstract. In contemporary humanities, there is growing interest in understanding artistic space as a cultural
and symbolic code capable of representing not only topographical but also axiological categories. Within
this context, the image of the steppe — a geographical environment bearing archetypal, national, and ethical
meanings — occupies a special place. This article analyzes the image of the steppe in K.Paustovsky’s prose
as an artistic representation of Kazakhstan. The aim is to identify the poetic, semantic, and cultural functions
of the steppe image in Paustovsky’s short stories “Trial by Desert”, “Night in Dossor”, and “Argument in the
Railway Carriage”. The study focuses on the evolution of the image of the steppe from a space of existential
trial to a space of human participation and intercultural dialogue, revealing the dynamics of its artistic and
cultural functions of the steppe space in Paustovsky’s works devoted to Kazakhstan. The study is based on
an interdisciplinary methodology that includes poetic-structural, motif, chronotopic, and symbolic-semiotic
analysis. The results show that in Paustovsky’s work the steppe functions as an independent participant in the
narrative — an animated space endowed with the functions of ethical insight and cultural memory. This allows
us to speak of the steppe not as a background element, but as a cultural and conceptual categorycapable of
structuring the narrative and representing national identity in twentieth-century literature. The value of the
present study lies in its disclosure of an artistic model of the steppe as a cultural concept expressing the author’s
humanistic views. The findings have practical significance for courses in literary studies, for intercultural
communication in teaching Russian and Kazakh literature, and for the study of the poetics of space and time
and the chronotope of identity.
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K. IlayctoBckmii npo3acsinaarsl KazakcTraH ganacblHbIH KOpKeMiK OeliHeci

Anoamna. Kazipri TyMaHUTapIbIK 3epTTEylepae KOPKEMIIK KCHICTIKTI TeK TOmorpadusuiblK emec,
AKCHOJIOTHSIIBIK KaTeropHsuiapabl OeliHeneyre KaOUISTTI MOIEHM JXOHE CHMBOJJIBIK KOJ pETiHjAe TyciHyre
KbI3BIFYIIBIIBIK apTHIT KeJedi. Bysl Typreina apXeTHNTIK, YITTBIK JKOHE ITHUKAIBIK MoOHIepni OoifbHa
JKMHAKTaraH reorpadusuiblk KEHICTIK peTiHjeri aana odpassbl epekiie opbiH anaabl. Makana K. [TaycroBckuit
Npo3achIHAFbI 1ana oeiinecin KazakcTaHHbIH KOPKeM ik 00pa3bl peTiHAe TanaayFa apHajFaH. 3epTTey MaKcaThl
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— K.ITaycrosckmiinin «Illen ceiHarb», «Jloccopmarbl TYH» jkoHe «BaroHmarbl oHriMe» oHrimMesepinaeri
nana OeWHECiHiH MOJTHKAJBbIK, CEMAaHTHKAJBIK JKOHE MOAeHM (yHKUMSUIApbIH aHbIKTay. Tanmayna nana
OelfHeCiHIH BOIOIIACH aTaMIapIbIH ©3apa bIKIaJIacyblHa HEri3 OONaThIH KeHICTIK opi MoICHHETapalIbIK
JIMAIIOTThl KaJIBINTACTBHIPATHIH KOPKEM OpTa PETiHIe KapacThIPbUIaabl. 3epTTey MOATHKAIBIK-KYPbUIBIMIBIK,
MOTHUBTIK, XPOHOTONMUSIIBIK JKOHE CHMBOJIIBIK-CEMUOTHKAJIBIK TalAy/(bl KAMTHTBIH [IOHAPAIBIK d/iCTeMere
Heriznenred. 3eprrey HoTmkenepi K. IlayctoBckuii mpo3ackiHaa nana OelHECiHIH OKuFa epOyiHe OenceHi
BIKIAJI €TETIH JiepOec KOpKeMJIIK KOMITOHEHT PeTiHAe KepiHeTiHiH kepceTeni. [lana MyH/a ITHKAIBIK TaHBIM
MEH MOJICHH JKaJbl KbI3METIH aTKapaThIH YKaHIbl KCHICTIK PETiHAC cumarTagaasl. by mamaHsl TeK (OHIBIK
9JIEMEHT PeTiHJe eMeC, HapPaTHB KYPbUIBIMBIH KaJbIITACTBIPAThIH koHE XX FachIp ofeOMEeTiH/IeT] YIATTHIK
OipereiiKTi penpe3eHTaunsUIaiThIH MEeHTAIIBIK-MOICHN KaTeTOpHUs PETiHe KapacThIpyFa MYMKIHAIK Oepei.
OcpBl 3epTTeyNiH KYHABUTBIFEI TaaHBIH KOPKEM/IIK MOCITIH aBTOP/IBIH TYMaHHCTIK KO3KapacTapblH OlIipeTiH
MO/ICHH TY)KBIPBIM/IaMa PETiH/IE alla/ibl. 3epTTeY HOTHIKENCPiHiH MPAKTHKAIBIK MaHbI3bI OJIAp/Ibl 91CcOHETTaHy
MIOHJIEPIHJIC, OPBIC KOHE Ka3akK dJIcOMETiH OKBITY OaphIChIHIA MOJICHUETAPAIIBIK OalTaHBICTAP B TYCIHIIPYIE,
COH/ai-aK 9/1e0M KEHICTIK IeH yaKbIT ITOTHKACHIH XoHe Oipereiilik XpOHOTOIBIH 3epTTeyle NaiaiaHyra
OoNaTHIH/IBIFBIMEH alKbIH 1A Ibl.

Anevic: 3eprrey BR27101897 «Kazakcran oneOuerTaHybl, (OJIBKIOPTaHYBI KSHE OHEPTAHYBI KO
JKYHeCiHIH TU(PIIBIK TpaHCHOPMAIHACHL: ISHAPATIBIK 3ePTTEYIep» JKOOACHI asiChIH/IA OPBIH/IAIJIBI.
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XynoxecTBeHHbIIT 00pa3 kazaxckoil crenu B mpo3e K. [IaycToBckoro

Annomayusa. B COBpEMEHHBIX T'yMaHUTapHBIX MCCIICIOBAHUSIX BO3PACTACT MHTEPEC K OCMBICICHUIO
Xy/I0)KECTBEHHOTO IIPOCTPAHCTBA KaK KYyJIBTYPHOTO ¥ CHMBOJIMYECKOTO KOJa, CHOCOOHOTO Perpe3eHTHpOBaTh
HE TOJBKO Tororpaduyeckue, HO M akcHoslorndeckue kareropui. Ocoboe MecTo B 3TOM KOHTEKCTE 3aHHMAaeT
o0pa3 cTemnu — reorpaguIecKoii cpepl, Hecylel B cebe apXeTHITNUeCKHe, HAIHOHAIBHbIE H S THYECKUE CMBICIIBL.
Crarbsi mocBsileHa ananu3y oopasa cremn B ipo3e K. [TaycToBckoro kak Xy1oke CTBEHHasI penpe3eHTanus oopasa
Kazaxcrana. Llenbro uccie1oBaHus sIBISETCS BHIIBICHUE TOITHUECKUX, CEMAHTHUYECKHX U KyJIBTYPOJIOTMUECKUX
¢byHkmii oo6pasa crenu B pacckaszax K. [Taycrosckoro «Mcnbitanue myctoinein», «Houb B JJoccope» u «Crop B
BaroHe». B neHTpe nccieoBaHms HAXOANUTCS YBOJIIOINS 00pa3a CTEIN — OT HPOCTPAHCTBA IK3UCTEHIINAILHOTO
UCTBITAHUS K NPOCTPAHCTBY YEJIOBEUECKON CONPUYACTHOCTU M MEKKYJIBTYPHOIO JHAJOra, 4To MO3BOJISIET
MIPOCIICANTH IUHAMUKY €T0 XyHOXKECTBEHHBIX M KyJIBTYpHBIX (QyHKIMH B npom3BeneHnsx K. [laycroBckoro,
nocBsmEHHBIX Kazaxcrany. B goxyce anannza »BorOnus CTENH K IPOCTPAHCTBY CONPHYACTHOCTH M K TOJIIO
MEXKKYJIBTYPHOro auanora. VccienoBaHue CTPOUTCS Ha MEKAUCLMIUIMHAPHON METOROJIOIMH, BKIIOYAOIIEH
MIO3TUKO-CTPYKTYPHBIH, MOTHBHBIA, XPOHOTOIMYECKUHA U CHUMBOJHMKO-CEMHOTHYECKUN aHanu3. Pesynprars
HCCIIeIOBaHMsl JeMOHCTpupytoT: crenb y K. IlaycTOBCKOro BBICTYyNaeT KaK CaMOCTOATENIBHBIN yYaCTHUK
TIOBECTBOBAHUSI — OJYIIEBIEHHOE IPOCTPAHCTBO, oOONamaromiee (QYHKIMSIMHM STHYECKOTO IPO3PEHHs U
KyJIBTYpHOU MaMsTH. DTO IO3BOJISIET TOBOPUTH O CTEMH HE Kak O ()OHOBOM AJIEMEHTE, a KaK O MEHTaJIbHO-
KyJIBTypHOH KaTeropuy, CIIOCOOHOW CTPYKTYpHpOBaTh HappaTHB M PENpe3eHTUPOBATh HAIMOHAIBHYIO
HUICHTUYHOCTb B uTeparype XX Beka. L[eHHOCTb HACTOAIIEro UCCIEIOBAHMs 3aKIOYAeTCs B TOM, YTO OHO
PacKphIBaeT XyI0KECTBCHHYIO MOJENb CTEH KaK KyJIbTYPHOIO KOHIENTA, BBIPAXKAIOLEr0 r'yMaHUCTHYECKHE
B3MIA/ABl aBropa. [IpakTuueckas 3HAYMMOCTb PE3YJIBTATOB IPOSABISIETCS B BO3MOXKHOCTU HX NPUMEHEHUS
B JIUTEPATYPOBEJUECKUX KypcaX, MEKKYIbTYpPHONH KOMMYHHMKALlUM B IPOLIECCEe IPENOJaBaHUs PYyCCKOH U
Ka3aXCKOH JIUTepaTypsl, IPU U3YUEHUH OITUKU IPOCTPAHCTBA U BPEMEHH, XPOHOTOIUKU HJICHTUYHOCTH.

bnrazooapnocme. Viccnenosanme BbImonHeHO B pamkax BR27101897 «llmdposas tpanchopmarms
9KOCHCTEMBI JIUTEPaTypOBEICHNSI, (POIBKIOPUCTUKY M UCKYCCTBOBEIeHNs KazaxcraHa: MEXANCIUIIIMHAPHBIC
HCCIICIOBAaHUS».
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Kniouegvie cnoea: HappaTuB, XpOHOTOI, UCTOPUYECKAs MaMSTh, MEKKYIBTYPHBIH AMANOT, TYMaHU3M,
CTEIb, MMyCThIHS, KOHIIENT.

1. Introduction

Artistic space in literature is not neutral. It not only records external reality, but also
becomes a bearer of value codes, a marker of identity, and a means of cultural self-expression.
In this context, the steppe is significant as a cultural symbol deeply rooted in historical,
ethnographic, and existential memory. In Kazakh literature, the steppe is an integral part of
collective memory, a locus sacer of national mythology, a space of participation, loss, and
rebirth. In the Russian literary tradition — especially in the prose of the twentieth century —
the steppe was often treated as an “other” territory: mastered or unmastered, romanticized
or demythologized, yet invariably significant as a sign of contact with alterity.

In Russian prose, including K. Paustovsky’s work, the Kazakh steppe is represented
as a semiotically saturated space that functions not only as a landscape backdrop but also
as an artistic-philosophical code. Papers by participants of the International Academic
Conference in Moscow marking the 130th anniversary of Paustovsky’s birth were devoted
to “the basic concepts of his artistic world, the literary and cultural context, and the reception
of Paustovsky’s work” (The Creative Legacy of Konstantin Paustovsky in the 21st Century,
2023: 1). Yet not a single paper or presentation addressed the Kazakh steppe or the theme
of Kazakhstan, nor was this topic addressed at previous conferences. To the best of our
knowledge, no dissertations specifically devoted to this subject have been defended either
in Russia or in Kazakhstan.

Despite the sustained scholarly interest in Paustovsky’s poetics, his image of the steppe
associated with the Kazakh space has remained on the periphery of academic attention.
Both domestic and foreign studies have focused mainly on the writer’s “sea” cycles, on
urban scenes, or on natural landscapes of central Russia, while texts connected with the
Kazakhstani chronotope have been mentioned only episodically or within broad overviews.
At the same time, contemporary literary scholarship has increasingly approached artistic
space through the concepts of literary geography, the poetics of landscape, cultural memory,
and imagology. These approaches make it possible to consider landscape not only as a
descriptive element but also as a bearer of cultural meanings and value systems. However,
the image of the Kazakh steppe in Paustovsky’s prose has not yet been examined from this
integrated perspective. Yet it is precisely in the writer’s works selected as the object of this
study that a unique image of the steppe is formed — as a space of ethical transformation,
cultural participation, and historical memory. It is important and timely to “reveal the
specifics of interpreting the Kazakh theme in the prose of a twentieth-century Russian
writer whose life and work were linked to Alma-Ata and Western Kazakhstan” (Ananyeva,
Isaeva, 2025: 236).

The relevance of the study is determined by several factors. First, by the growing
interest in modern humanities in studying landscape as text, as chronotope, and as a bearer
of narrative and ethnic identity. Second, by the need to comprehend the mechanisms of
Kazakhstan’s cultural representation in Soviet-period Russian literature not from a position
of external exoticization, but as a space of participation and dialogue. Third, by the
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insufficient exploration of the steppe in Paustovsky’s work at the intersection of poetics,
anthropology, semiotics, and cultural memory.

The practical significance of the article lies in the possibility of incorporating the
proposed interpretation into broader research programs on intercultural interaction,
postcolonial literature, and chronotopic analysis, as well as into educational courses on
twentieth-century Russian and Kazakh literature.

The object of the study is the artistic image of the steppe in K.Paustovsky’s prose.
The subject is the poetic, semantic, and cultural-symbolic functions of the steppe within
the narrative structure of the stories “Trial by Desert”, “Night in Dossor”, and “Argument
in the Railway Carriage”. Taken together, these three texts constitute a coherent analytical
corpus that makes it possible to trace the gradual transformation of the artistic functions
of the steppe. Their comparison is based on common narrative, chronotopic, motif and
symbolic characteristics, which reveal different stages in the representation of Kazakhstan
within Paustovsky’s artistic world. The aim of the research is to identify how the steppe
in Paustovsky’s prose functions as a symbolic space of Kazakhstan, representing key
categories of national identity, the ethics of participation, and existential transformation.
To achieve this aim, the study addresses the following objectives: to define the theoretical
and methodological foundations for analyzing artistic landscape as a cultural and semiotic
phenomenon; to identify the evolution of the steppe image in Paustovsky’s stories and its
axiological and narrative functions; to establish how the steppe in Paustovsky’s poetics
serves as a mediator between Russian and Kazakh cultures; and to develop an interpretative
model of the steppe as an ethnocultural code that reveals the humanistic potential of his
prose.

The hypothesis is that the steppe in the Russian writer’s prose is not merely an aesthetic
category but a universal semiotic construct that allows Kazakhstan to be represented as a
space of inner transformation, participation, and cultural dialogue. In this process, the usual
binary “nature — human” is dissolved, and the steppe becomes a structural element of an
ethical-anthropological narrative. “Recognizing the diversity of the modern world as an
integral part of cultural dialogue helps to form a respectful attitude toward the heritage of
our culture as a value belonging to all humanity” (Kulbayeva, Ananyeva, Mizankbekov,
2025: 99).

Thus, this study is aimed not only at identifying the poetic function of the steppe in
Paustovsky’s work, but also at analyzing how the literary text can actualize space as a
bearer of meanings and cultural participation. We consider his prose an important link in
the formation of a humanistic view of Kazakhstan in twentieth-century Russian literature.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1 Materials

The research is based on an analysis of the short stories “Trial by Desert”, “Night
in Dossor”, and “Argument in the Railway Carriage” in which the image of the steppe
functions as a meaning-forming element that determines not only the artistic space of the
narrative, but also creates a deep axiological layer. The literary analysis of these works,
considered as a single analytical corpus, makes it possible to explore the evolving artistic
functions of the steppe in Paustovsky’s prose. Throughout the texts, the steppe emerges
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as a culturally meaningful image that not only shapes the representation of Kazakhstan
but also conveys ethical values and reflects the interaction between human beings and the
surrounding landscape.

Primary attention is paid to textual structure, the organization of the system of images,
and the functioning of motifs and symbols connected to the concept of the steppe. Central
to the analysis are the linguistic means by which the author shapes the landscape as an
artistically significant space: metaphors, epithets, syntactic constructions, and compositional
devices that embed the steppe into a moral and philosophical context.

2.2 Methods

In the philological analysis we rely on poetic-structural analysis, aimed at identifying
the functions of the steppe within the composition of the stories and its role in organizing
artistic time and space. The works of V. V. Vinogradov, M.M. Bakhtin, and T.V. Zolotukhina-
Abolina reveal the semantic significance of landscape and chronotope as form-giving
elements of narrative. For Vinogradov, it was important to show “what constitutes the unity
of'a work’s style” (Vinogradov, 2000: 322).

Isolation or detachment, according to Bakhtin, frees the content “from certain necessary
connections with the unity of nature and the unity of the ethical event of being” (Bakhtin,
1975: 32). Motif analysis makes it possible to trace how the symbolism of the steppe is
formed through recurring semantic constants (road, solitude, memory, participation,
overcoming). Attention is given to the artistic chronotope, and a symbolic-semiotic
approach is applied, necessary for understanding the steppe as a stable artistic sign bearing
cultural and philosophical meaning. The author’s personality and the personalities of the
literary characters are considered “as part of the being of culture” (Zolotukhina-Abolina,
2024: 36).

The comparative analysis of the three stories is carried out according to four common
criteria (1) the narrative function of the steppe; (2) the organization of artistic space and
chronotope; (3) the system of recurrent motifs; and (4) the symbolic representation of
Kazakhstan. The consistent application of these criteria makes it possible to identify the
evolution of the steppe image across the selected corpus.

The novelty of the approach lies in analyzing the steppe not as a static element of
description, but as a dynamic artistic category that can transform depending on the internal
logic of Paustovsky’s narrative.

3. Discussion

I.A. Letokho considers the specificity of Paustovsky’s short prose: “The author’s concept
of personality was formed on the basis of the writer’s philosophical-aesthetic ideas about the
indissoluble unity of nature, the human being, and creativity” (Letokho, 2009: 12).

In Paustovsky’s “Trial by Desert” the steppe appears as the semantic core of the
narrative, organizing the artistic space. In the logic of the Russian realist tradition, going
back to Turgenev and Bunin, landscape in Paustovsky is not a passive decoration. It is
an active participant in the narrative, shaping the conditions of perception, the ethical
perspective, and the value structure of the text. The steppe chronotope unfolds as a topos
of testing: “sandy dust settled on everything”, “sand cracked between the teeth”, “the heat
scorched my lungs and pressed on my brain”.
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The poetics of the landscape depends on an alternation between extremely concrete
description and symbolically charged imagery. To engineer Yablonsky, the desert is “dust,
and again — nothing but dust. And gnats. And once more hot and salty dust”. A key motif is
the mirage, an effect of wavering and optical deception: “The whole steppe... was flooded
with dull, opaque water”; “the water kept running away from the car”. The driver, unaware
of the term mirage, observes: “That’s nothing! Sometimes it’ll even show you a sea and a
whole forest”.

A turning point in the organization of space comes at night in the steppe. The
description slows smoothly: “It seemed the last silence had descended upon the earth”.
“The constellations floated, barely revolving, around the invisible axis of the universe”.
The steppe becomes not just a setting, but a space of “great silence”, where the hero
comes into contact with the rhythm of time and the cosmos. Human individual being “is
recognized as an ‘I’ through the prism of sociocultural ontology” (Zolotukhina-Abolina,
2024: 36).

The character’s inner movement proceeds from a naive, external gaze (“I was driving
to get materials”) to an understanding of nature as a subject with ethical and aesthetic
agency. He notes: “One must simply live, without trying to remember everything... then
impressions will enter you directly”.

Crucially, the steppe for Paustovsky is not a destructive force. On the contrary, it
shapes, educates, demands silence and inner work. The hero watches the sunset: “The sun
was setting, but it clearly lingered... perhaps it wanted to see the thinnest thread of light”.
This visual miniature, built on the almost imperceptible movement of light, leads the reader
to understand the steppe as a milicu of overcoming and participation, where silence takes
on the features of action. The landscape absorbs experience, dissolving the subjective into
a common rhythm. The steppe’s property of being a symbolic mirror of human experience
allows it to be interpreted as a space where the boundary between human and nature is
not destroyed, but becomes the basis of a new ethical and aesthetic participation. Unlike
the subsequent stories, the steppe here primarily functions as a space of existential trial,
where personal experience becomes the basis for ethical transformation. This initial stage
provides the starting point for the subsequent evolution of the steppe image in Paustovsky’s
Kazakhstan- related prose.

If in that story the steppe is a space of ultimate trial that transforms the hero, then in
“Night in Dossor” Paustovsky deliberately shifts the emphasis from struggle to participation,
from heroic overcoming to rooted everyday life filled with the rhythm of labor, care, and
the ethics of human presence. The steppe chronotope is constructed as a living, inhabited,
and welcoming space saturated with ethnocultural and domestic codes that reveal deep
forms of participation between human and landscape. The steppe is not opposed to the
human but exists in conjunction with him, reflecting the historical realities of Kazakhstan
during the Soviet period while preserving its cultural and ethical significance.

The characters do not battle it; they live in it, measuring their movements by its
breathing. At the beginning of the story, the everyday environment is sketched: “A steady,
springy wind worked with the persistence of a motor fan”, “the netting on the windows of
the bachelors’ dormitory was arranged against the gnats”. This is a practice of co-existence
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in which the desert becomes part of everyday life. The routine of the steppe settlement
is fixed as a normative value. This approach fits into the tradition of twentieth-century
Russian prose in which quotidian detail bears meaning (Bunin, Leonov, Astafyev).

The landscape is not separate from the human but is reflected in actions, glances, and
words. When the old man goes out to work, the steppe seems to answer him: “The desert
breathed in even yet shallow sighs”, “the stars winked in the heavy sky as if trying to
shake off the dust”. Thus Paustovsky develops a way of including nature within the horizon
of human perception. The steppe is animated; it accepts labor, presence, and pain. The
monotony of the oil worker’s labor is conveyed as: “Diesels sang plaintively”, “the pumps
snored drowsily”. A chronotope of the steppe-as-home is created — poor, dusty, but alive. A
promise gives hope: “In autumn we’ll take down your mud-brick huts... bring reeds. It will
be spacious”. The steppe is transformed by human care.

A particularly meaningful episode concerns Said’s family. The culmination is the
scene where the old man comes into a mud-brick hut: “A light bulb smoldered in the
room”, “the poisonous reek drew the mouth tight like lye”, “the boy asked for water”.
Paustovsky conveys the tragedy of the everyday — illness, poverty, ignorance, despair. The
woman “believes the tabibs”, “burns a felt mat”, “applies dog meat”. Turkic culture “is
based on a ritual-mythological syncretism tightly interwoven with the people’s practice —
what Deleuze and Guattari call a system of local operations: various spells, incantations,
laudations, appeals, etc.” (Sagyntayev, Ananyeva, Valikova, Demchenko, 2024: 1409).

The author’s task is to show how different types of knowledge coexist in the space
of the steppe, and how the character assumes responsibility for a fragile world. The key
becomes an act of care: “The doctor was surprised — Narzan mineral water was considered
unheard-of luxury”. It is decided to send the wife to Guryev and hospitalize the boy. Thus,
the chronotope of “Night in Dossor” is organized as an everyday, ethically charged space
in which the steppe loses the status of alien element and becomes an animated territory
of participation. Through domestic details, speech, actions, gestures, smells, and sounds,
Paustovsky creates a poetics of rooted presence, asserting that true kinship with the land is
born not in heroism but in responsibility and care. In “Argument in the Railway Carriage”,
Paustovsky creates a polyphonic narrative space in which the steppe is not merely a
geographical background but a symbolic arena for the collision of cultural identities,
worldviews, and historical memory. The characters’ dialogue acquires the traits of a deeply
metaphorical conflict of interpretations. The opposition between viewing the steppe “from
the outside” and “from within” forms the axis of the story’s plot and ideas. The problem
of “the mutual perception of peoples in the texts of culture” (Khorev, 2011: 62) is resolved
in Paustovsky’s artistic and publicistic works through depictions of Kazakh life seen by
Russian travelers and by the author himself.

For the soldier, the steppe is “emptiness”, “a land dried up by the sun”. He wonders:
“How can a song not fly far, brother, if in your land there’s nothing but emptiness?”.

Ismail perceives the steppe as a living space. His speech is confessional: “A Kazakh
rides and sings... You can’t see him in the steppe, he rides so far from you, but you can
hear his voice right here, close... The song loves my country”. This is a sacred chronotope.

Steppe air, silence, and song form a single image of the Motherland. The connection of
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nature with the poetic soul is vital: “Few peoples stand as close as the Kazakhs, face to face
with virgin nature. This explains the Kazakhs’ inclination toward poetry”.

Under the steppe’s influence, the soldier is transformed. “Low yellow mountains”,
“the pollen of wormwood”, “the antiphony of invisible birds”, “stars drawing near the
earth” convince him of the diversity of flora and fauna. He admits: “There’s spaciousness
to live here. I want to live here, do you understand? When the war ends, I’ll come...”.

The author’s sympathies are with Ismail. It is no coincidence that the narrator
Paustovsky’s alter ego — engages him in a trusting dialogue and heeds his request: “Write
about this land. Let our soldiers read it at the front. And let each remember his own
steppe...”. Thus the Kazakh steppe is represented as a locus memoriae, a place where
individual and national identity gain force and meaning.

The finale introduces historical material. Ismail mentions the uprising of Isatay
Taimanov, thereby rooting the image of the steppe in a historical context of resistance and
honor. “My grandfather knew Isatay Taimanov himself... He fought so that the sultans
would not rob the poor...” — these words open another layer of perception: the steppe as
a space of memory and struggle, as a metatext of Kazakh history. Paustovsky admires
“Kazakh voices — strong, melodious, freely ringing across the steppe expanse. He retells
the story of the Kazakh people’s liberation struggle, inspired by the poetry of Makhambet
Utemisov under the leadership of Isatay Taimanov. He is spellbound by the starry sky over
the steppe” (Ananyeva, Isaeva, 2025: 241).

E.M. Martynova considers the basis of the writer’s work to be “a symbiosis of the
scientific and the artistic” (Martynova, 2023: 262). We share this view, since “the alloy of
the ephemeral and the material, the fabulous and the real gives his creations their singular
individuality” (ibid., 262).

Paustovsky’s “Argument in the Railway Carriage” is an artistic étude about returning
to the Motherland. In the literary text, the steppe is a field of cultural meanings, a point
where diverse voices meet and enrich one another, where different images of homeland
collide and mutually illuminate.

The image of the steppe in Paustovsky’s “Trial by Desert”, “Night in Dossor”,
and “Argument in the Railway Carriage” is not static. A comparative reading of these
stories reveals a consistent artistic model of its evolution. In “Trial by Desert” the steppe
functions primarily as a space of existential trial, where personal experience becomes the
basis for ethical transformation. In “Night in Dossor” it acquires the features of a lived
environment that unites people through everyday participation, responsibility and care.
Finally, in “Argument in the Railway Carriage”, the steppe develops into a cultural space
of historical memory and intercultural dialogue, where different perceptions of Kazakhstan
enter into meaningful interaction. Thus, the artistic evolution of the steppe image proceeds
from a space of trial through a space of participation to a space of intercultural dialogue,
reflecting the gradual expansion of its narrative, ethical and cultural functions. It appears as
a dynamically developing cultural-semantic complex that consistently moves from natural
element to symbol of cultural identity. Each story opens a new facet of the steppe space
— from a space of transformation to a space of participation and dialogue. “From ancient
times the nomad saw beauty in harmony, which he accepted not so much in the proportional
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relationship of components as in the internal, established equilibrium of the whole and of
any of its parts” (Auezov, 2020: 47).

In “Trial by Desert”, the steppe is presented as an existential element. Nature is neither
hostile nor friendly — it is dispassionate. In “Night in Dossor”, the steppe is animated.
Through images of a modest dwelling, evening tea, gestures and habits, the smells of the
steppe, a picture is recreated of human unity with the landscape. The steppe does not demand
overcoming; it accepts, includes, and shares daily life. The heroic tension characteristic of
the first story is absent. The story’s poetics are those of participation.

In “Argument in the Railway Carriage”, the steppe becomes an arena of cultural
dialogue. Two views collide: an external, reduced and stereotypical one, and an internal
one linked with historical memory, poetic consciousness, and an existential sense of
homeland. Ismail perceives the steppe as living, singing, full of air, light, and stars. His
view is tied to personal history and ancestral memory. The steppe is a symbol, a bearer of
identity. From a mute, desiccating element — to a space of stable meanings, a locus amoenus
of the Kazakh world. The development and evolution of the steppe image demonstrate
the multilayeredness of Paustovsky’s prose, its striving to integrate cultural perspectives
and to humanistically understand another culture as part of a single human experience. A.
Rosenholm emphasizes that the steppe “acts as a field of tension between the personal and
the historical, the desire for rest and the impulse to movement” (Rosenholm, 2017: 78).

Within the Soviet cultural paradigm, the Russian prose writer preserves a sacral view
of nature. In his texts, the steppe is not an arena of struggle or an ideological metaphor but
a zone of human vulnerability, beauty, and sincerity.

4. Results

The analysis of Paustovsky’s stories confirms the importance of perceiving the steppe
not merely as a landscape background and allows us to conclude that the poetics of the steppe
spaces perform functions of cultural representation of Kazakhstan. In the writer’s artistic
world, the steppe travels a path from a natural element to a universal sign of participation,
memory, and cultural identity. Its evolution points to the author’s desire to comprehend
the steppe as a living landscape that carries aesthetic and axiological weight. In “Trial by
Desert”, the steppe appears as an existential space in which a person is laid bare before the
elements, yet through accepting their laws undergoes inner purification. The hero does not
conquer nature; he enters into dialogue with it and attains spiritual maturity. This model
relies on archetypal matrices of the path, the desert, and overcoming, which find stable
embodiment in the narrative structure and the system of artistic means (metaphors of heat,
silence, and a sonic hush as “verbal emptiness”).

In “Night in Dossor”, the accents shift: the steppe no longer frightens or tests; it
becomes a home that absorbs elements of everyday life — tea, sheep’s wool, the hearth, the
rhythm of evening silence. These details are not mere realism but ethnocultural signs of
rootedness through which a sense of human participation in the landscape is revealed. We
share the view that “the lyrical tone of the narrative is created by the selection of details
of nature and domestic space, complicated by emotional attitude, which reflects the inner
world of the characters and evokes an associative response, a sense of excitement and
empathy in the reader” (Voznesenskaya, 2017: 119). “Argument in the Railway Carriage”
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reveals the steppe as an object of cultural interpretation. The opposition of two views of
the same landscape — “empty wilderness” versus “land of the fathers” — actualizes the
problem of representing and interpreting cultural space, so important in contemporary
literary studies. Paustovsky does not assert either position as final, leading the reader to the
value of a polyphonic view in which the external can be reworked by the internal and the
stereotype overcome by a narrative of memory.

Thus, the concept of the steppe in Paustovsky’s prose brings together ideas of
homeland, border, participation, dignity, and memory. The writer constructs a humanistic
dialogue between Russian and Kazakh cultures, overcoming binaries of “one’s own/the
other”, “wild/mastered land,” and forming, at the level of the artistic text, a space of value-
based mutual understanding. The Caspian steppe and desert are “read” by the Russian prose
writer as a book. Hence the importance of the book concept: in summer the camels molted,
their wool slid off in shreds, exposing “ancient, dusty skin like the binding of old books”.

Taken together, the three stories form a dynamic model of the steppe image in which
artistic representation undergoes a consistent semantic transformation and the structure of
the text “largely predetermines the semantic vectors of its reading” (Cherneyko, 2022: 85).

5. Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to conceptualize the image of the steppe in K. G.
Paustovsky’s prose as a symbolic space representing Kazakhstan through the categories of
participation, memory, and inner transformation. Using methods of poetic-structural, motif,
chronotopic, and semiotic analysis, we examined “Trial by Desert”, “Night in Dossor”, and
“Argument in the Railway Carriage” in which the steppe consistently appears as a living
artistic image and as a space of cultural dialogue. Paustovsky’s prose is imbued with ideas
of existentialism and romantic idealism. At the center of Paustovsky’s artistic world stands
a protagonist who seeks harmony with the surrounding reality and gradually discovers the
ethical value of dialogue with nature and other people. The findings confirm the proposed
interpretative model: in Paustovsky’s prose, the steppe is not merely a descriptive backdrop
but an active artistic image endowed with ethical and cultural significance. The conducted
analysis demonstrates that the image of the steppe performs not only a descriptive but also
a chronotopic, symbolic and axiological function within Paustovsky’s artistic world. The
gradual evolution of this image from a space of existential trial to a space of participation
and intercultural dialogue forms the basis of Kazakhstan’s artistic representation in writer’s
prose.
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