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VISITING SARUSO

It was the dawn of the fifth day of my stay
with Aunt Maria in the village of Saruso. I had
already become familiar with the surroundings
and felt at home, yet, at first it was sort of diffi-
cult for me. Thad been to that village before:
they welcomed me so warmly during the holi-
days, but now everything I did made me real-
ize how "alien" I was to this tiny original world,
comfortably nestled on the mountain slopes,
and living its own peculiar life there that seems
so peaceful at first. Armed with a photo cam-
era, I browsed through the so-called "projects”
(that’s what the locals call neighboring Geor-
gian or non-Georgian villages) and tried to em-
ploy an already tried method: try to get in con-
versation with women resting on wooden
benches placed here and there in the village,
and thus locate interesting respondents; yet, I
could not find any women during the daytime.
I rarely saw only those women with a copper
jar over the shoulder that passed by me with
heads down and rushed toward the water-
source; or those busying themselves in the yard,
giving me a quick secretive glance while con-
tinuing their labor activity. As for the males,
there were alot of them idly keeping one an-
other a company; some entertained themselves
discussing "world news" and others playing
dominoes. Upon seeing me, they made com-
ments in the local language, while giving one
another a subtle smile, and then resumed dicing
with serious looks on their faces. During the
first couple of days, it was only the local villager
little kids who showed obvious interest in me.
Blond girls and boys with honey yellow eyes in
not too small groups chased me around with
loud noises mixed here and there with Georgian
expressions, and thus playing cozy with me.
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Every time I tried to get into conversation with

them, they dispersed giggling and kept quite a
distance from me; yet, when I ignored their
comments, they elaborately kept posing in
front of my camera begging, "Please, please take
our picture." Finally, when the children’s group
grew larger, and I realized that there was no
way I could get rid of them, I started looking
around in search of at least one of the kid’s
mother nearby, hoping that she could "rescue"
me; yet, to no avail: there were no adults
around. Itlooked a bit strange to me, however,
I found out the explanations to it very soon: it
was the beginning of June, the season of corn
tilling, and, as it turned out, all of the adult
women worked as hirelings in mostly Georgian,
and sometimes Azerbaijani cornfields. AsIfig-
ured it out, the best way of coming closer with
those people would be going with them to that
so-called "corning", so I decided to join them in
that venture. When they first learned about
this plot of mine, they laughed their hearts out
asking, "You? You are going to till cornfields?"
To cut it short, they would not believe me.
Yet, Iinsisted and, as I think, it was the right
thing to do. When my hostess Aunt Maria’s
daughter, Gulisa noticed that I was not kidding,
she began to look for the attire that would be
appropriate for corn field tilling. Judging by
her sympathy, I became more and more con-
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vinced that she was becoming a supporter of
mine and the goal of mine’s: to the extent that
when after returning from the cornfield, she
offered me to visit some good weavers in the
village.

We ended up seeing only one of the well-
trained weavers at home. Before we entered
her place, Gulisa had to explain in Lezghin lan-
guage why we were there. I do not know
what they spoke about but the hostess kept
shaking her head in denial at first, then she wel-
comed us; so, we entered. Gulisa kept asking
her with insistence; as a result, the hostess as if
unwillingly brought out a huge packed case,
opened it and endlessly unearthed innumerable
socks of many ornaments, some of them in-
tended for betrothing, some for casual use,
some woven as stockings and some as house-
hold wearing, some for infants and others for
adolescents: yet, all of them, without an excep-
tion, as part of a dowry. When I asked her
who taught her the weaving or ornamenting
technique, if there existed some sketches left, it
turned out that there was only oral tradition
handed down and even that tradition, as I see
it, decreased as time went by, and even that
tradition handed down by the ancestors is di-
minishing since there are no more artists who
know traditional weaving. As a substitute of
the authentic examples of traditional art, I can
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see examples of artifacts of more cute, soothing
weaving, calming Magdalene style and per-
formed in a more "artistic" style that our host-
ess revealed the last and placed next to the al-
ready exhibited items. Those were stockings
made of comparatively soft wool; however,
their soles were made of a rougher material,
woven from a different material. And the use
of the material that is employed as an everyday
wear, and nowadays one that newly-weds’
parents have to wear (in other words, that the
parents-in-law have to wear off in their
children’s wedding while dancing with their
children-in-law) is almost lost. That is why, be-
cause Saruso has always been distinguished for
its pattern weaving among the Lezhgin villages
of the Kvareli region, just a couple of pattern
weavings have been preserved there. And that
is why those pattern weavings handed down
from grandmothers are being carefully perse-
vered wrapped in tobacco leaves (to protect
them from worms) from wedding to wedding,
or to show themselves off before guests and
demonstrate the art of their ancestors; other-
wise, nowadays they weave stockings with the
materials they buy for a penny in Dagestan and
use whatever color thread they have stored.
The village mosque is located at the eastern
edge of the village. If Gulisa had not told me
we reached the place, I would have never
guessed that was the place. It was a small build-
ing, fenced with metal and buried in a green
yard, painted in brown and roofed in clay. Its
wooden gate was locked. Over the gate, in its
right corner, right next to the roof, a metal
staircase was hanging. I asked, "What is this
staircase for?" The answer was, "Thisisnota
staircase to ascend; if somebody dies, we place
his corpse on it and carry to the graveyard; it is
common for all." Since they noticed that I

wanted to see the mosque’s interior, one of my
hosts, Aunt Maria’s daughter-in-law, sent one
of the kids to get permission from the village
mullah. The child arrived soon with his breath
short, his cheeks red, and brought the keys.

We took our shoes off and entered the mosque.
The floor there was partially covered with
sheep skin, the rest with colored thin rugs. The
only crescent-shaped room in the mosque had
two windows from the west, it served as a
chapel and was separated with a small curtain;
because, as they explained to me, that’s where
the mullah usually prays. Nearby, on a small
wooden shelf, two books with Arabic inscrip-
tions were placed. Below the shelf, one could
see a rosaries and shabby oriental caps. There
was a calendar nailed to the wall as well, which
obviously ceased to serve its purpose. The
question is, "Has it ever served its purpose?” It
seemed as if just to remind the villagers that
they belonged to a different religious realm that
followed a different time pattern, according to
which, something that in reality in 2000 AD
(never mind the date and month of the dis-
cussed event), happened in 1420, as told by the
Moon calendar.

After we left the Mosque, it was late and we
headed toward home where Gulnaz, Gulisa’s
younger sister, had prepared "Gordila" supper
and was waiting for us. There were steaming
plump chunks of boiled dough awaiting us on a
large platter. Gordilais mixed with cheese
base, and the fattier the base is, the tastier the
dish becomes. Itis considered a Lezghian dish,
and it is served quite often.

That evening, Gulisa told me a lot about her
life, even about her marriage:

"They did not want me for a daughter-in-
law that much. It was my father who pushed
for it. I was forced to get married, so badly
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forced. My dad’s brother, his youngest
brother, became engaged with my husband’s
sister. I was just alittle girl back then. She al-
ready had the engagement ring on, yet, she ran
out into the mountains with another boy.

They had a true love, but I don’t understand
how she could run away with that boy. When
I grew up, if you can call a fourteen-year old
girl a grown-up, I fell in love while I was still in
middle school. My engaged husband-to-be,
Shamil, was our neighbor, he was nice but my
family knew nothing about our love. Later, I
was fifteen then, they came over to ask for my
hand. My father told them to wait one year till
his brother returned from Dagestan. After the
brother came back, Dad asked them to hold on
an extra year. He did it on purpose, hoping
that someone from his clan would shop up to
marry me. Meanwhile, Shamil was gone some-
where else, doing some job. Istill wanted to be
betrothed to him. Then my husband’s cousin
told me, "Your beloved became engaged with
some girl in the mountains." That was a trick
they played on me. Inreality, Shamil wanted
to leave there because of me.

Then, some other young man showed up;
my uncles seemed to like him. I did not like
him or anything. Butsince I was told that
Shamil became engaged in the mountains, I
made that step just out of revenge. I decided to
become that young man’s wife for a month,
then divorce him and remain unwedded for
the rest of my life. I planned to reserve the
right to see Shamil only. When I arrived there
and asked the local girls, if the whole story was
true, and they answered me, "Are you out of
your mind? You're the only one he’s dreaming
about!" I'said in my heart, "Goodness, what
have I done!" Then they told me that he was
on his way to beat up my husband and take me

away. When my husband’s brother found out
about that, he argued that that was not the way:
one cannot take away somebody else’s wife.
One day, Shamil’s cousin showed up and asked
me to have a private conversation. He said,
"That boy is in love with you, and if you really
love him, go with him. Why are you staying
here? Leave with him in secret. Afterall, he
keeps shedding tears over you." Asa matter of
fact, I was shedding tears, too. After a month, I
returned to my father’s home and told him with
tears in my eyes, "Father, I don’t want to go
back. I'd rather stay here and remain nobody’s
wife." He answered, "No, you still want to be
Shamil’s wife, don’t you?" Iswore thatI did not.
Ijust said it but deep in my heart I lied. Well,
they forced me to go back to my husband’s. In
less than a month, my father came over, and I
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told him that I would never forgive him if he
didn’t take me back home. He agreed on one
condition: there could not be any conversa-
tions about or with my first love. He said, "Just
forget about that boy!" I answered, "Dad, I
don’t want to see that boy, nor do I want to
hear about him. Just take me home, please."
He said, "Alright, let’s go home." Shamil found
out that I left Makhachkala just to get out of
there.

I'spent that winter at home. It was April or
May when Shamil showed up; we saw each
other. When I noticed him, I told my mother I
was going to the store. The store was up the
road. There were three young men accompa-
nying him. Then he approached me saying,
"Why did you marry somebody else, you
knew I'loved you." Ireplied, "What about
you? Didn’t my father tell you we could get
married in a year?" He said it was a lie and sug-
gested we go somewhere. I told him it would
be wrong and asked him to wait a bit and then
find a place to go. At that time, none of my
relatives knew about that conversation. But
one day, my brother beat me up so badly that I
was bedridden for an entire month, simply be-
cause, as he said, "That boy has got an eye on
you." Mother was on my side, but you know
men... According to my uncle’s beliefs, walking
with my head down when I went to the mar-
ket, even in the company of girlfriends, was not
enough: I had to wear a scarf, as old women
do, so that my bare head would not show, as it
isashame. Then aletter from my husband ar-
rived; he wrote, "Let’s sneak out one day." I
agreed. And the next day I escaped with him.
That event caused such a helter-skelter that my
father threatened my husband’s brother, blam-
ing him for kidnapping his daughter. Then
they took away the rifle and would not let him
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use it. We spent two days in Akhalsopeli, at
my husband’s acquaintance’s place; then we
returned to my husband’s home. My family
did not even know we were coming back, that
we even arrived there. It had been a month
after our return, yet, we were scared to use the
outhouse, "Do not let them see you, be they
your dad, your brother, or your uncle: they
will surely beat youup." They were all watch-
ing me like a hawk, as if I were a stray cat try-
ing to steal something. Then one day, my
brother came straight to my husband’s place.
It took them a month to reconcile. They were
still upset over that failed engagement fixed by
my uncle. My father-in-law came to love me;
however, my mother-in-law never has, even
to this day. She keeps saying, "I refuse to ac-
cept an already once married woman." Yet, it
was my destiny... The first love: what can be
better than that?! According to the so-called
experienced people, if an unmarried boy is in
love, he can marry any girl he wishes; as for a
girl, they tell her, "No, he ain’t good for you."
Well, maybe he does not look good to you,
but why don’t you ask the girl first? Maybe he
is good for her. Anyway, that custom of theirs
is a bit wrong."

The fact that Gulisa was not too fond of
"that custom of theirs" was not made clear
only by her comments connected with matri-
monial traditions. She also did not like how
they neglected the education of children, and
especially girls, in the village; nor was she
pleased with the tough state of the women
there. And as it turned out, she did not follow
religious customs too scrupulously either. She
did not pray five times a day regardless of her
duties at the prescribed time, as it was prac-
ticed by the elderly and some of the youths.
And the more Gulisa opened her heart to me,
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the more I realized how the age, social status,
or religious or ethnic belonging lost its impor-
tance, and how other socio-cultural borders
that limit all of us and sometimes create impas-
sible barriers in relationships are being broken.
I am not sure whether I should call it spiritual
closeness, or thorough insight, as it is sometimes
referred to by scholars, but I am sure of one
thing: it is an extremely pleasant feeling both
for the storyteller and the listener when you
feel that something artificially created and in-
voluntarily enforced upon you is done away
with, and when you find yourself face to face
with a human being’s unvarnished inner world.
At those moments, even the language barrier
seems to disappear, and true emotions find
their way out either through bodily language
or even without it. Although, Gulisa knew
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Georgian pretty well in comparison with other
inhabitants of Saruso, she still uttered once in a
while, "Oh, I wish I knew this language better, I
could tell you my story so much better." That’s
how she finished her storytelling that night.
Neither of us wanted to finish our conversa-
tion, but she said, "We both had to get up early
in the morning. I think you’d better get some
rest." And she bade farewell.

The next day was the morning that I had
mentioned earlier in the beginning of this essay,
the morning when I felt at home, and that sud-
denly broken night’s conversation was to
"blame" for it. It was even before 6 AM when
I decided to hide in wait to catch on my cam-
era women gathering to go into the cornfield.
The street was empty, save one elderly lady,
sitting on a bench, shuffling rosary beads, and
silently murmuring prayers. There were two
honey yellow cows standing nearby, chewing
on grass and patiently waiting for the rest of the
herd. The green of the surrounding mountains,
the woman praying at the gate of the dawn,
and even the cows created an unusual picture
of tranquility. I came closer to the elderly lady
and stood nearby; she realized I needed her
permission to take pictures. The expression of
her eyes made me understand that she wanted
me to sit next to her; she never showed any
feelings or reaction afterward, as if the clicking
of the camera never bothered her. She only
stood up and continued praying. Now she pro-
nounced the verses more clearly and raised her
hands once in a while. Needless to say, I never
understood a word, save "Allah"; yet, her
recitative, along with birds’ chirping and some-
times joined by the rooster’s crow, or the moo-
ing of a cow, or sometimes a faraway barking
of a dog, sounded pleasant to my ears, and gave
more uniqueness to that morning in Saruso.
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That unusual symphony was very soon en-
riched by the loud voices of women with mat-
tocks over their shoulders who gathered at the
crossroads of another block. So, Ijoined them.
Their ride was running late. At first, the
women leaned on their mattocks and yawned
peacefully while keeping waiting for it; how-
ever, a bit later one could tell they became
restless, so they sent out a young girl of sixteen
or seventeen, Khadijat, as a reconnaissance
party to the first block. Competition on the la-
bor market had already reached Saruso, too:
yet, in my opinion, not in an overly healthy
moral way. The point is that the day before
the women from the first block halted the em-
ployer right at the entrance of the village, filled
up the bus, and would not let it reach the
women from the third block, who already had
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about the women who were already dressed in
felt caps and men’s long-sleeve shirts (all but-
toned up) and worked the rows in the cornfield
with hoes.

They simultaneously followed several wide
rows and diligently stroke the ground with
their hoes. I followed them from behind, then
ran ahead and videotaped them from the front.
After two or three hours of work, I realized
that my enthusiasm was fading away; that’s
why I partially accepted the previously de-
clined proposal of the cornfield owner, "Why
wlen’t you get in the car, too, and videotape
rom here?" I decided to resta bit and then re-
ii;l the women. Assoon as he recognized me
ood company, the cornfield owner began
about politics first, then about the hard
@onomic situa_ti.s)n of peasantry, and finally

\‘turned to describing Avar women: hesaid that |
- . »
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" had left at the roadside in the

they were tough and less pretentious, yet, lately
they began moonlighting, too. If before they
worked from dawn to dusk for half a wage,
now they demand full-time wages and shorter
work days. In the meantime, the women fin-
ished working several more rows and sat down
to rest near the car. Not even ten minutes had
passed when the man got out of the car, re-
buked them ("Ok, that’s enough! You're get-
ting too spoiled!"), and drove them back into
the cornfield. I followed them, too. It wasal-
ready very hot. The women continued to
strike the ground with the same rhythm. As for
me, the video camera already seemed an un-
bearable burden, and when lunchtime ap-
proached, I barely made it Wa;gs thatl
min eavily

dropped on a h ge st

idered de
sidered co ng
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The women told various jokes at the elabo-
rately set table while eating their modest nour-
ishment with gusto. In the meantime, the
cornfield owner was checking their accom-
plished job, and as soon as he decided that they
were all already fully sated, he approached and
stood over us. He paid the women daily wages
instead of paying them for the amount of work
accomplished; therefore, he used nasty jokes
and sometimes even openly insulting com-
mands to make them work as much as possible.
That’s when Fatima, who did not even have
the time to swallow the last bite, could not take
itany longer, "We already told you that we will
finish this field by the end of the day! Come on!
Don’t work us to death!" The employer al-
ready knew that the job would be done as
promised; nevertheless, he kept whining and
complaining about the level of the women’s
job, probably he was afraid to spoil them. Af-
ter the meal, when he made sure that all the
women were back in the field, he quietly
started the car and drove off. He was harvest-
ing wheat as well and had to take care of that,
too: that was his excuse. Haze hung over the
surroundings because of the heat. I was still sit-
ting on the mammoth stone because the
women tried to protect me and would not al-
low me to go with them into the cornfield.
When they reached the end of the field and I
remained at its opposite edge, when their loud
conversations, which I could barely hear to be-
gin with, became covered by the chirrs of
cricket, the buzzing of insects, and the rustling
oflizards, I became slightly scared. Atfirst, I
uttered a song with spontaneously made-up
and absolutely silly lyrics; in my imagination, I
used this song to cheer myself up and "ward
off" the reptiles. Then I picked up a withered
tree branch and kept banging it on the ground,
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Dazed by the heat

stones and even wild flowers, the flowers that I
tried to avoid with such care just that morning,
lest I damage them. It seemed to me as if those
seven Avar women and I were all alone in that
desolate place; I kept sweating profusely, partly
because of the heat, and partly because of my
fear and anger over the fact that we ended up
abandoned there in the burning sun.

The women who returned in a few hours
seemed pleased, they told me, "You're lucky!
We finished early, it was a short day. You
should see us when we are forced to work in
knee-high grass, and each time we swing a hoe,
five or six snakes appear from the grass." Gulisa
took off her husband’s half-wet shirt; she did
not even sit down to rest. Upon noticing my
bad mood, she walked over into the field,
picked some flowers, made a bouquet and pre-
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sented it to me. Ifelt embarrassed.

We got back home at six. After we had
some rest, Gulnazi, Gulisa’s younger sister,
came up with a new initiative: she pointed in
the direction of the mountains and said, "Up
there is an old Georgian church; let’s go there!
I'll show you around." Everyone seemed to
have liked the idea, except for me; yet, I could
not refuse and in a little while we set on our trip
up the steep slopes toward Saint Barbara’s
Church. Iwas glad that Raisa was able to ac-
company us since I noticed how much she
wanted to be with us. Yet, her youngest son

¥

.

-.,-\~

6. 9% 9359 3o8oR o9l
The sun is already ratherhot




93gboado, bs 3msogzo oy 3emegh s 08 gbs-
ROBO&QBQQ’OL}O‘)SOL} "3668300’ anQn Qb
%396 bLos(s Bgbo ssMmBGyn, ng g8mbzo-
9™. 085b3(3 gnLENMMgdos s 35dm K Sb-

3O gmgdmms 300g(3. 98 53ds3L, Amam(s
00)35mbs o Lo 3gnMazgmb, nbg dnyzgdm-
3. ObOMOS MMI dsdmagms, dogmobmmmg-
0, 30®g(3 93gboal gdmL. ammobsl @o-
0 3mbnbgds o9 ym, sGaws hgdl dogdm-
3530 57 656g69398Dg 0bg 3me85dmdom,
SM(3 30 30(3M@0m, §3egbos GM3 ngmm. sb-
5 565MR693L bdsdomms madsms job
MBmgdabos o6 odmggmo. g3magbonb go-
90006 3(3 30dm3(30gma© dgdgz0mbs,
dgbgomm? 30-8godn. 35306 gqembobad, Bm-
dgema(z Jomommaob 56 (3mEbal godm domonsb
MG Ob Ma3sMs 3mdms, msz0bo Bomgma
353330635 g Mmogbaggetn 3mablbs qbnd)-
43mE, 835556, Mo30L039 bgmam d93803-
65 3955bg o gobogdom, asdn(306s. bobsd
89 30aboom 30930, bodngg gMcbsabl gomab-
R0 03> Jgbobgmgmansb. 3967 ageo-
Lod 856036s, godmgds 3963 I9mz00-
om? oG m sMs-3gmdn, b gda0 s30R9R.

98 9mds 08 x3M0b Azqgbgds Mbomms, Bim-
39mDy(3 80888m s MHmBgma(s 0bgz obg ogm
302gmdg Joggegdgero.

had been circumcised just a few days earlier, he
was still recovering, and the modest daughter-
in-law would not dare asking her mother-in-
law to let her leave the bedridden son and leave.
They walked on either side of me, support-
ing me each time I stumbled; and thus we slow-
ly moved toward our destination. While we
were walking, Gulisa told me a story: just a
couple of years earlier, she and her two friends
went to visit the newly renovated church. One
of the friends kicked a cross leaning against one

7 8 of the church walls; she even pronounced pro-

fanities in that regard. On their way back to
the village, they had to pass that friend’s house
first. They entered there to get some rest, and
Gulisa began to caress the friend’s infant child.
The child started crying and Gulisa handed it
over to its mother. It was then that she realized
that her friend lost her tongue and "was com-
pletely spaced out". They tried everything to
help her, took her to medicine men, took her
to doctors, yet, nothing worked. A year later,
one Georgian woman moved to Saruso. When
she learned about this story, she took all three
of them back to that church, slaughtered a sac-
rificial animal and advised that inarticulate
woman to venerate the cross right on the spot
she had previously kicked. She obeyed and in-
stantaneously became whole. She was telling
me that story as something mysterious and
wondrous. When she finished her story, we
reached the church yard. I noticed Gulisa’s re-
spectful attitude toward the place, yet, she told
me, "When [ was a child, we used to play on
the ruins here and didn’t even realize that it
was a church.” Now she would not even let
others speak loudly in the temple. When we
reached the church gate, she asked me as if
testing me, "Are you coming inside?" I an-
swered, "Yes." Then Gulnaz, who spoke very
little because of her poor Georgian, silently
took off her red transparent headscarf and
covered my head with it, tied it on my neck
with her own hands and gave me a smile, say-
ing, "It looks good on you." While I was in the
church, all three of them stood immovable at
the entrance. Then Gulisa silently gestured as if
asking my permission to enter the church. I
shrugged asif saying, "Why not?" I guess she
wanted to show me the cross she had just told
me about and which remained leaning against
the church wall.



