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Heading on from Kvareli to Lagodekhi,
within 40 kilometers, one will come
across Ossetian (Tsitskanaant Seri), Udin
(Zinobiani), Avar (Chantliskure, Tivi,
Saruso), Azerbaijani (Kabali, Ganjala,
Uzuntala) and a little further Russian
Molokan (Grafovka) villages. A closer
look at these villages will impress with
the diversity of socio-cultural lives of
each and every of them. At the first
glance the history of founding of these
villages looks similar: new soils were
upturned near the water sources, marshes
were cleaned, dug-outs and wattled huts
were built in the same way; but each of
these villages brought and developed
diverse cultures. The reasons and dates
of resettlement of different ethnic groups
were diverse as well. These people,
having resettled from the neighboring
countries, live in Georgia for decades in
more or less isolated communities; and
even today society in general is unaware
of ethno-cultural and religious diversity of
"outer Kakheti".

Our project targeted the abovementi-
oned villages; this book is a modest
attempt to bring you closer to those
people and represent multiple cultures
captured in this small part of Kakheti.
Photo material depicting religious and/or
public celebrations, or just field work
days, was taken during our project.
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The book includes several extracts
from the interviews with different ethnic
group representatives; the texts reflect
cultural specifics and mythologized past,
crystallized in individual memories. The
original narration style is kept in the
interviews, with insignificant editorial
changes. Thus, we have attempted to
come closer to the narrators, as well as
deliver the Georgian speech of our
respondents; as Georgian speaking
people, and particularly women, are very
rarely to be found in these villages.

We would like to thank those who
eagerly agreed to photo/video sessions
and interviewing, thus allowing us to
share brief moments of their lives with us;
and thank those who, despite of their
sincere wish, could not participate in this
project due to language and/or other
barriers.

We wolud like to thank Open Society
Institute (Budapest) Arts & Culture
Network Program and Open Society
Georgia Foundation for support in
implementation of the project Celebrating
Ethnic Diversity in Kakheti, Georgia.

Taso Foundation
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GEORGIA: ETHNIC DIVERSITY AND CELEBRATION IN KAKHETI
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It is probably impossible to imagine
Georgia without its cultural diversity. It
is a multiethnic country and Tbilisiis a
multiethnic city. It has always been this
way and I hope it will remain this way in
the future.

Throughout its long history, Georgia
and the Caucasus on the whole have al-
ways been the battlefield and the arena
of clashes of interests of all the surround-
ing large empires, be they Rome or
Parthia, Byzantium or Sassanid Iran, Ar-
abs and Khazars, the Mongolian "Golden
Horde" or Seljuk Turkey. In the Late
Middle Ages, Persia and Turkey domi-
nated Caucasus, and starting from the
XVIII century, a new, powerful actor,
the Russian Empire that had grown
strong in the North, joined the battle for
this very special region located between
the Black and the Caspian seas, at the
crossroads of cultures.

Conquerors came to Georgia and
sometimes stayed here for a long time. It
would suffice to note that from the VII
century on, Tbilisi remained under con-
trol of Arabs for 500 years. Every con-
queror, with no exception, even the no-
mads from the remote steppes of
Mongolia, left their cultural mark in
Georgia and sometimes they even left
their population here, too. It could not
be any other way, and this is where the
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diversity of ethnicities in our country
comes from.

Itis very easy to trace these processes
(migration and the entry or departure of
new ethnicities into or from Georgia) back
to the relatively recent past (to the XIX
century and the beginning of the XX cen-
tury), to the time of the Russian-Turkish
war and WWL.

The thing is that two empires, Russia
and the Ottoman Turkey, were not only
age-old rivals and sworn enemies, but
countries of different confessions as well.
Russia entered Caucasus in the beginning
of the XIX century, and started a gradual
annexation of the divided small kingdoms
and principalities of Georgia; and after
making strong enough roots in the Cauca-
sus it attacked Turkey, and took Akhaltsi-
khe in 1828. That is how Georgia regained
Meskhet-Javakheti, which had been
known as the Gurjistan Vilayet: part of the
Turkish Empire for 300 years. Except that
Georgia itself was part of the Russian Em-
pire, and not only Russians and Turks but
Christian and Muslim Georgians as well
faced one another in the war of 1828, and
the crescent cannoned down from the
Akhaltsikhe minaret by Grigol Orbeliani
laid foundation to vast migrations.

Russia would not settle for Akhal-
tsikhe and moved further into the depths
of Turkey (yet, it never managed to make
roots there). That was a period when the
creed determined the nationality (Geor-
gians who accepted Catholicism as a result
of the activity of French missionaries in
South Georgia are referred to as "French"
by people to this day), Christian Russia
was trying to free its southern borders of
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Muslims and herded them to Turkey.
That is why thousands of Georgian
Muslims left their homeland and fled to
Turkey. A bitlater, in the 1840s,
Abkhazian Muslims shared their fate.
The phenomenon known as Mujahir,
when tens of thousands of Abkhazians
were forced to move to Turkey, became
the reason of why so few Abkhazians
live in Abkhazia today and why the
majority of the Caucasian people is scat-
tered in Turkey and the countries of
Middle East.

At the same time, Russia supported
the settling of Christians from the depths
of Turkey in the territories of its own
empire, in Georgia among them. That
ishow Urums, e.g. Pontus Greeks,
appeared in Georgia; they mainly settled
in Kvemo (Lower) Kartli, in the terri-
tory of Tzalka and Tetritzkaro. Arme-
nians also came from Turkey and settled
in Meskhet-Javakheti, although Arme-
nians had lived in Georgia from time
immemorial, and in the cities, including
Thilisi, Armenians who were occupied
in trade and craftsmanship often consti-
tuted the majority of the population.

Christians settled in Georgia from
Russia as well, and this process was not
chaotic. It was planned by the Empire,
Russia was getting rid of Dukhobors,
Starovers and Molokans who were
anathematized as heretics, or Poles who
endlessly fought for the independence
of their homeland, and settled them in
the remote southern provinces of the
Empire.

WWTI and the collapse of many
empires caused more migration, and
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the reason for these migrations was
even more tragic. Thatishow it
happened here and not only here.
Asaresult of this war of unprec-
edented proportions and number
of victims, new countries appeared
on the world map, including inde-
pendent Georgia which was des-
tined to exist only three years. But
many tragic events and ethnic per-
secutions took place before that; it
is a period when ethnic nationalism
showed its dreadful face for the first
time. In 1915 the Armenian geno-
cide occurred in Turkey during
which over a million Christians had
been laid to waste; at the same
time, ethnic cleansing and genocide
had been carried out against Assy-
rians (Christian Syrians) and Zoro-
astrian Kurds (Yezidis).

In 1915-1918, several waves
of Assyrian refugees from Turkey
flooded Georgia, and a big part of
them remained in our country
where their fellow countrymen,
who had been persecuted as a re-
sult of the Russian-Turkish war, had
already settled. They lived in com-
pact settlements in Tbilisi (sur-
rounding territories of the Kukia
cemetery) or other parts of Georgia
(the village of Kanda, Mtskheta
District; the village of Vasilevka,
Gardabani District; the Assyrian
quarters in Senaki, Kutaisi, etc).

The majority of the ancestors
of Kurdish Yezidis presently living
in Georgia wound up in our coun-
try precisely at that time when in

S
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«~ The village of Ganjala, Lagodekhi (Photo by-A. Kikodze)
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1918, the government of independent Georgia granted
asylum to those Kurds who were driven out of Turkey and
to Yezidis who were persecuted by Muslim Kurds. Their
majority settled in Thilisi.
The wars conducted by Turkey and Russia in the XIX
and XX centuries are merely a single example of the scale of
migrations that took place as a result of clashes of mam-
moth empires, and such clashes abounded on the territory
of Georgia and the Caucasus on the whole. That is pre-
cisely where the reason for ethnic diversity of our country ]_ 3
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lies, which is sometimes the subject of our pride
and sometimes our problem, yet sometimes it is
just part of our everyday life. Starting from the
time when the Hebrews driven out of Babylon
found refuge in our country and settled in
Mtskheta and its surrounding territories till the
time whehn the first Chinese and African mig-
rants appeared, many things have happened,
many ethicities assimilated with the loca

ethnicities living in Kakheti, the opportunity to
meet with which was given to me by this pro-
ject of which I was an immediate participant. I
was well acquainted with several among these
ethnic groups, while I had to meet others for
the first time, which accordingly made it espe-
cially interesting.

I'might as well state that I am not a scholar
and I do not possess any ambition to call my es-
say ethnographic research; it will be merely a
sketch of my memories of the villages of the
Kvareli and Lagodekhi districts, Kakheti, back
from a year ago.

In general, these two regions are ethnically
colorful and interesting. I had driven the Kvareli-
Lagodekhi highway so many times; yet, I knew
nothing about those people whose villages I
passed. I swerved slightly off the main highway
and found myselfin a completely different
world: in the middle of a celebration of the first
day of spring in the Avar (whom we call Lekis)
village of Tivi. Yes, this celebration is always
the first thing that I remember because I really
knew nothing about these people before and
everything was new to me.

Corn ears were boiling in huge vats over
the fire, festively dressed women swarmed
around them. They carried sweets from the
houses. The men were few in number. I reg

ognized one

oy; to be specific, his scar-cov
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Burned down forest near the village of Heretiskari. Lagodekhi (Photo by Ts. Goderdzishvili)
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some paths and secret trails to make it to their
homeland over the mountains.

While the women busied themselves at
the vats, a wrestling contest was held. There
were not too many participants or viewers;
some parents from the neighboring Georgian
villages had brought their children with them.
Georgian teachers from the local school
dropped by and they also were treated to tea
and sweets. Then there was dancing. Some-
body had brought a tape player from home
and it was the first time I saw Lekis perform
the Leki dance. They danced very well, in a
folk manner and beautifully. There was one
woman, too (it could not have been any
other way), she was different from the others,
the proudest and coziest, always the best at
dancing and games.Fortunately, they do not
serve alcohol at Avar wedding receptions;
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otherwise, after beholding that
woman, someone could have had
done something fatally stupid, so that
Caucasian hospitality of the host
would have swiftly changed into

4 Caucasian wrath; everything ended

~ | well, though.

Also, games picked up after the
dances and those people played abso-
lutely childish games as tug of war
and lakhtiwith such dedication and
excitement that it was a feast for the
eyes. It was a true festivity, yet, one
elderly person told me, "This is noth-
ing, the place is desolate. You should
have seen festivities in the past, when
the place was crowded with people.
Nowadays, the majority of the
people have returned to Dagestan
and this place has been deserted."

1. 3@k s. dndmdg
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The lakhtaoba game. The village of Tivi (Photo by A. Kikodze)

Well, festivities and dances are great but it is obvious that
those people have a lot of problems in Tivi as well as the neigh-
boring Leki village of Saruso (in all, there are three Avar vil-
lages in the Kvareli District: Tivi, Saruso, and Chantliskure)
where we also attended the festivity in honor of the first day of

2 0 spring, and where people also rejoiced in spite of the rain and
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Photo by Ts. Goderdzishvili
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they put on a true show and hosted us e
with all their heart. They thought we
were from a television program (be-
cause besides a photo camera we also
had a video camera, and Tsisana Goder-
dzishvili was filming the place) and
asked us to cover their problems, help
them sell their homes and move to
Dagestan, Russia. They abstained from
discussing the reasons, yet, they mentio-
ned several times that they had certain
problems with the neighboring Georgian
villages over the issue of pastures and
other territories. On top of that, there
was the closed northern border which



e
) g ] B

=

o




; - X o
¥4 20. 89863560¢mg. cmogmogbo, jodsemalb orﬁn*g 6~ 300J6d0I300m0)
/ A greengrocer. K}abali marketplace, Lagodekhi mby Ts. God'é'rdz1sbv111)

‘ : ¥ : . A &




—©06960b (gd0L) baddmdmm. Mogdal
3ddmdman&n gbs @omgbE by gboms xanaL
3069399013698 0 gb bambo gMom-gGHma
439dbg 3580Md gorbmbos bmegmmomda.
535bg mom0ad bammosbal BmmbeHmds go-
3obbgbs =, 70 smabo sbofMogma” (mnbgdo
3070 500bbg 8936500, 3936100 (3ME)d 5M05b
5 35 bLEG 0 8mba (3939300, Josma Mazbgo
10000-L demogl sembggl).

Babmdnsbdn 33bmzcgdo Mogdo aoba-
0 by 3mbal m3ns60 Bemgdob sbsbyobdo
RoBmbobmgdmmab bodsMmggmmadn sbgMds-
0506086, bmbob memdosb, bawsz sbgm-
d50%0bgm0 @ bmdgbo Imbobemgmdabasb
dg3066mqdsL g060(3000696. 0z gds,
™8 MEgdo 35335L0gm Sdsbgmms dms-
3m353mgda 56056. 5edsbgomn, MmIgmba(y

2 4 36583960 5g3L LogMom dom 3569000 semds-

20 nogdo. yzomgemo, bmay. B0bmdosbo (gm@m: o. Jogdmdyg)
The Udis. The village of Zinobiani, Kvareli (Photo by A. Kikodze)

made it difficult for them to visit their relatives.
I do not know what fate awaits those people, so
few in number, but the cultural diversity of
Kakheti and the attractiveness of our country
on the whole will suffer a great loss with their
departure.

The village of Zinobiani ("Oktomberi" in
the past; the homeland of Udis) is also located
on the Kvareli-Lagodekhi highway. The native
language of Udis belongs to the Dagestani lan-
guage family and these people are one of the
smallest ethnicities in the world. This reminded
me of William Saroyan’s story Seventy Thou-
sand Assyrians (as for Udis, they are lot fewer in
number than seventy thousand: according to
rough calculations, their number barely
reaches ten thousand).

Udis living in Zinobiani migrated to Geor-
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gia from the Nukh region, Azerbaijan, in the
1920s, where they had been persecuted by the
Azerbaijani and Armenian population. Itisas-
sumed that Udis are the descendants of the
Caucasian Albanians. Albania, which has noth-
ing in common with Albania in the Balkans
used to be a powerful state once in Caucasia
and it covered parts of present-day Azerbaijan,
Southern Dagestan, as well as a small part of
Georgia, the Lagodekhi District (the Albanian
name for Lagodekhi is Lakueti). In the VII
century, after the Arab invasion, the Albanian
state ceased to exist; however, the ideological
struggle over its heritage continues to this day.

The reader probably remembers the quarrel
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Zino Silikashvili, a supporter and leader of the Udis’ relocation to
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Southern Dagestan and Northern Azerbaijan.
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tions try to attach more importance to their
history; also, they link their self-identity to the
period in history when their ancestors were the
most powerful. Udis emphasize their Albanian
origin (the majority of serious scientists of the
world consider this small ethnicity the descen-
dants of Albanians) and the glory of times past,
Ossetians their Scythian-Sarmatian ancestry,
Kurds turn out to be the descendants of Medi-
ans, so powerful in the Middle East, and every
Kurd knows that Sultan Saladin of Egypt, the
scourge of the Crusaders, was a Kurd, an Ar-
menian yearns for Tigran the Great, and a
Georgian for King David the Builder and Geor-
gia from Nikopsia to Darubandi; and all of this
is poignant (if some kind elderly peasant tells us
aboutitin his toast), irritating (if it is enforced
upon us by a self-proclaimed half-educated vil-
lage leader), and dangerous and nauseating (if it
is raised to the level of a national ideology and
determines its policy) at the same time.
Anyway, let us return to Kakheti and the
only Udi settlement in Georgia, the village of
Zinobiani, where they take such a good care of
their traditions. Today, only a little bit over
200 Udis live in Zinobiani, yet, a small ethno-
graphic museum exists under the village middle
school, and the Udis are trying diligently not to
become assimilated into the local Georgian so-
ciety and to retain their identity. But actually,
if you are not acquainted with the history of
the people living there, you will pass by the vil-
lage of Zinobiani without even having realized
that you have just visited the place of abode of
one of the smallest ethnic groups in the world.
Actually, if you wish to see the ethnic di-
versity of this part of Kakheti in its fullness, you
ought to visit the Akhalsopeli or Kabali fair
where the Zinobiani Udis, the Chantliskure
Lezgians, the Tzitzkanaantseri Ossetians, the
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The village of Jughaani (Photo by A. Kikodze)

Kabali Azerbaijanis and the Grafovka Russians
trade side by side: they buy and sell. Goingtoa
fair is an entire event; that is why everyone (es-
pecially the young) is dressed festively.

I mentioned Ossetians and I might as well
state that there still are a few of their settle-
ments in Kakheti, even though those villages
have become mixed settlements because the
majority of Ossetians have sold their homes and
headed for the Republic of North Ossetia, the
Russian Federation. I have met Ossetians in
Tzitzkanaant Seri and the village of Jughaani,
the Telavi District, as well. It happened in the
spring of 2008, before the August events, but
even then nobody was overly happy with the
snapping of my camera and with the fact that
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some stranger from the city was interested in
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their living. I never made it into their houses
and taking pictures of a few startled people co-
ming out of their places was all I managed to
do. Yet, it should be noted to the credit of Ka-
khetians that an ethnic-based persecution and
cleansing of Ossetians in this corner of Georgia
never took place in the beginning of the 90s,
and I believe it will always remain this way.

In the beginning, I mentioned once the
feast of Nowruz Bayram in the huge
Azerbaijani village of Kabali in the Lagodekhi
district which I witnessed; to be more correct, I
saw only the formal part and never witnessed
the true public festivity. The formal part con-
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sisted of horse races, dog fights and wrestling.
The horse race that took place outside the vil-
lage was a beautiful sight. The local ashiks’
(troubadours) electric taris (mandolins) wept
and their bayats (lyric odes) were amplified
through gigantic speakers and enveloped the
misty fields of Kabali. The flags of Azerbaijan
and Georgia were flying in the air. Horses gal-
loped downhill to the cries of the horsemen
and spectators...

Then we moved to the stadium. I never
liked dog fights. The fighters had been brought
from different places, including Azerbaijan.
Bets were made, fights were taped on cameras
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Dog-fight spectators. The festivity of Nowruz Bayram in the village of Kabali (Photo by M. Mosashvili)
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Horserace. The festivity of Bayram. The village of Kabali (Photo by Ts. Goderdzishvili)
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A horserace competitor (Photo by A.Kikodze)




plaud. In one word, I expected a lot from this
Bayram. Unlike the spring festivity that I saw
in the Leki village, it was very mundane,
planned and politicized. Itisunderstandable to
some extent. The Azerbaijani diaspora is the
largest in Georgia and it constitutes 7 % of the
population; as for the three Avar villages stand-
ing in a distance from the highway, no one re-
members about them and many do not even
know about their existence.

Nobody remembers the village of Grafov-
ka, the Lagodekhi district: the abode of Russian
Molokans. I was there last summer and I even
took pictures. It was a sunny day then, too,
and the entire population was outside. This ti-
me, we reached Grafovka on a nasty, rainy day
of March. Somebody noticed us wandering
down the village alley with our photo and vi-
deo cameras and invited us inside. Tsisana
Goderdzishvili, our driver Valeri and I sud-
denly found ourselves in a totally different
world, with its Russian stove, walls painted blue,
pickles, a wild goose just killed that morning.
Dimly colored vodka was poured in a different
bottle, too, and it even tasted differently, they
also sliced huge loaves of bread differently. I
will note here that Grafovka was the final stop
on our journey: we went straight back to Tbilisi
from there; but this last impression was yet an-
other color in that multicolored palette, in that
celebration of diversity, which we have wit-
nessed in fast-forward mode in the course of
the last few years. I see Grafovka, and Russian
villages in general, in blue colors (blue walls,
blue stoves, blue shutters, azure head covers);
when I remember Muslim villages (settlements
of Avars and Azerbaijanis), the first color that I
see is bright red. They do not use so much red
anywhere else. Those two colors are so strik-
ing, so different from each other that one might
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have a conceptual photo exhibition titled Red and Blue. Someone might
like this idea and even realize it one day...

Our kind Grafovka hostess, Maria Khamutova, had her son over vis-
iting with her: it was a middle aged man who worked as a military air-
plane mechanic in the Thbilisi Airport. He was visiting with his elderly
mother in Grafovka, who was left there all by herself. He called his
mother, "babulia" (grandma). Their Russian seemed different to me, too,
or it was just that I had grown unaccustomed to that language. I cannot
remember what we spoke about. It was mainly the host telling us about
his personal life and his scattered family. It was raining outside, we
chased dimly colored vodka with pickles, we had a journey awaiting us,
and I did not have the feeling that I would ever meet the people that we
had seen during our brief and unusual trip. All of it resembled a dream,
yet, a beautiful and colorful dream.



