
     
    

 
               

              
              

              
            

            
       

 
              

             
            

               
             

      
 
 

        
                

           
               

          
             
             

             
        

 

 
 
 

  
           

              
         

Aral Sea Stories – radialsystem 
Peter Cusack- Aug 2020 

At a time when daily events make it obvious that our relationship to the planet and the non-
human world needs urgent and radical change, the story of the Aral Sea, in remote Central 
Asia, is important and significant. It shows that a major environmental disaster can, at least 
partially, be repaired when adequate resources and political commitment are found to do so, 
and how people, wildlife and the environment itself adapt to life-changing circumstances 
beyond their control. The story is many-layered and can be tragic, heart-warming, shocking, 
positive, informative, aesthetic and mind-expanding all at the same time. 

This installation gives small personal glimpses of the Aral Sea and some of the stories 
found. The images and sounds were recorded on three trips between 2013 and 2015 to the 
fishing villages of Tastubek and Bugun beside the North Aral Sea, which is being restored in 
Kazakhstan. They include jackals howling at the moon, village life during a thunder storm of 
rain signifying the sea’s restoration, sounds of ice closely connected to changes in the 
climate and wind rattling through the ship’s graveyard. 

Story 1: The shrinking of the Aral Sea 
Sixty years ago the Aral Sea in Central Asia was the planet's fourth largest lake. Today it has 
almost disappeared; a victim of vast Soviet irrigation schemes that divert too much water 
from its source rivers far upstream. It is one of the 20th century’s largest, and least known, 
environmental disasters. The consequences have been extremely wide: the very productive 
Aral fishing industry collapsed forcing many people to emigrate for work elsewhere; salt dust 
from the dry sea bed blows thousands of kilometers causing salinization of agricultural land 
and effecting human health; changed weather has meant less rain, more dust storms and 
higher summer temperatures; wildlife populations are dramatically effected. 

Story2: Restoration 
Since independence, Kazakhstan has been successful in restoring the North Aral Sea in its 
territory, about 10% of the original and rising water levels and a reborn fishing industry 
are today bringing obvious improvements to the local ecology and economy. 



 
             
                

           
              

                  
                

              
                

            
   

 

 
 
 

       
             

              
              
               
            

             
               
            

            
         

            
          

 
   

                  
              

 
 

 

It’s an extraordinary story. The huge Aral Sea is shared between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 
who disagree on what to do. Kazakhstan wants to restore the sea but Uzbekistan does not, 
taking the water instead for vast cotton plantations upstream. Cotton is its major export. 
Consequently, the Kazakhs, with the help of the UN and the World Bank, have built the Kok-
Aral dam; a 13km dyke that now separates the North Aral from the rest. On one side the 
water returns and rises, on the other the sea has been abandoned. Outwardly the dam is not 
so impressive – it is a raised bank – but to stand there is surreal. Looking south one sees 
empty salt desert. Turn around to look north and there is blue water and green plants. It is 
the line between valuing the environment or exploiting it to destruction. A border between 
life and death. 

Story 3: The North Aral Sea today 
The Aral is still an extraordinary region, a huge body of water in a vast open, arid landscape. 
There are low scrub bushes, but no trees. A strong wind usually blows. The climate is 
extreme, +50°C in summer, -30°C in winter. Camels and horses are left to roam freely. 
Although less in number wildlife remains. It was a joy to see so many bird species. The 
returning water has allowed the fish populations to increase far more quickly than expected. 
So much so that local fishing has become economic again. There is talk of adding height to 
the dam so that the water will once again reach the former port of Aralsk (the nearest town 
with cross continental road and rail links). This would allow the fish processing industries to 
be re-built and bring back employment. The growing sea has also increased rainfall, allowing 
plants to stay green for longer and softening summer temperatures. Dust storms have 
reduced. Amazingly all this has happened in around 15 years and shows quite clearly that 
environmental repair on this scale is practical, possible and beneficial. 

Story 4: Tulips
This region is the home of the original wild tulip: the ancestor of all the varieties that we 
now enjoy the world over. They bloom in the steppe landscape for about 3 weeks every 
spring. 



   
                
          

             
              
            

               
             

       
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

      
           

 
 

      
                 

           
           

        
         

 
     
                   

              
        

       
 
 

Story 5: Tastubek village 
Tastubek lies on slightly higher ground overlooking the Aral Sea. In the 1960s it was a 
successful collective farm dealing in livestock and fishing. 90 families lived there. Now there 
are 17. Most were forced away as the sea dried up and fishing collapsed. Since then village 
livelihoods have depended on its animals – cattle, sheep, goats, horses and camels. But the 
restoration of the North Aral Sea has brought new life, reviving fishing, the economy and 
hope for the future. This project would not have been possible without the help and 
generosity shown during my two visits there, in spring 2013 and winter 2015. I am very 
grateful. It is a special place, with special people. 

Video stories 

Story 6: Frogs, jackals – 2’30” 
Night-time sounds next to the Aral Sea in spring. Insects, frogs and jackals howling at the 
moon. 

Story 7: Aral Sea fishing - 1’50” 
As the sea dried up the fish became extinct too. A few survived in local rivers that still 
contained water. As the Aral has returned new populations have grown from these survivors 
amazingly quickly. Without the restoration of the North Sea Aral this would not be possible. 
Fish stocks are protected a little by banning fishing during the May spawning season, but 
adequate conservation measures are not in place and their existence remains precarious. 

Story 8: Fishermen - 1’22” 
After a day in the boats the fish are brought back to this spot where they are sorted into 
species and weighed. The fishermen are paid immediately in cash for their catches. On this 
occasion there are some unusually big fish – pike perch (‘zander’ in German restaurants). 
Recent storms had brought them closer inshore where they can be caught. 



          
          

              
            

              
               

                
            

        
            
            

 
           

 
      
                 

              
           

           
               
               

           
 

       
                  

     
 

      
               

            
                 

             
               

              
            

           
       

 
     

           
       

           
 

 
   

 

Story 9: Aral Sea Thunder, Tastubek village springtime - 10’51’ 
(images only at the beginning, most of this is black) 
As the North Aral Sea recovers it has been surprising how quickly some environmental 
changes have reversed. Rainfall is improving and villagers say that this allows vegetation to 
stay green longer into the summer, softens high temperatures and there is less dust. So this 
recording documents not only the events of village life – the amazing sound of camels, 
Dariga’s skipping skills, a lost young goat, an ancient Soviet Ural motorbike in full throttle – 
but also the return of rain and thunder, pushing back against the dry years. It is a sonic 
reminder of the interdependence of environmental systems and that decisions about water 
use (and abuse) made in capital cities far away have potentially far reaching consequences. 
The original storm lasted about 35 min. This track is a condensed version. 

Story 10: Sitting on the former Aral Sea bed, thinking out loud - 3’51” 

Story 11: Ship’s graveyard – 3’25” 
When the Aral Sea dried up large fishing boat were left to rust and decay in places known as 
the ship’s graveyard. Originally there were 12 boats here. Over the years they have been 
broken up and sold as scrap. Now one remains. Nobody knows who painted this wonderful 
series of fishermen at work. One rumor is that it was travelling Polish graffiti artists but 
really it is a total mystery. In the last years the paint has started to fade and more of the 
metal has been removed together with the graffiti. Soon it will disappear altogether. Such a 
shame. It should be preserved as a testament to all that has happened here. 

Story 12: Tastubek in winter – 1’37” 
Winter here is hard for humans and animals alike. It is also incredibly visual. I have never seen 
such extensive whiteness and glistening light. The sunsets are amazing. 

Story 13: Ice Bells – 7’08” 
The tinkling, clicking of Ice Bells is a sound connected to climate change. In normal winters 
temperatures drop below -10°C and stay that way for several months. Recently though, 
because of global climate changes they are much more erratic. In 2015 – the year I visited -
they even went above zero for a few days causing the snow to melt and refreeze as very 
thin layers of ice on all the plants. The sound is made by ice-covered small branches and 
twigs knocking into each other in strong winds. Without the melting and refreezing it would 
not occur. The ice coated plants refract bright sunlight and pin-points of white, yellow, 
orange, even red, flash and sparkle across the snowy landscape. It is stunningly beautiful. 
Yet another reminder of nature’s unsurpassable artistry. 

Another story: Another vodka bottle 
Every where in this landscape, together with the brittle bushes, the tough grasses, 
unexpected flowers and distant horizons there are always empty vodka bottles. After the 
longest walk, in the remotest spot, once again another vodka bottle. 

Available LP: https://corvorecords.de/release/peter-cusack-aral-sea-stories-and-the-river-
naryn/ 

https://corvorecords.de/release/peter-cusack-aral-sea-stories-and-the-river



