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MOUNTAINS AND MOUNTAINEERS IN THE
GEORGIAN IDENTITY NARRATIVE

Mariam Chkhartishvili
Georgia

Problem statement

Identity narrative is a discourse that answers questions vital to the nation: Who are
we? Who were we? What is our future? What is the sense of our existence?

This narrative is created by the cultural elite of a community (we-group), based
on the collective-cultural identity: the facts of common historical experience are
identified and reinterpreted in a single context.

Through the identity narrative, people develop a sense of group solidarity.

National identity narrative covers a variety of topics. In essence, this is a narrative
about the identity of an native nation (already existing or potential). It discusses the past
of we- group, its social structure and relations between social groups, the relationship
between the regional and national identities, value system, the scheme of moral obli-
gations, cultural uniqueness (language, religion, technology), ethnic electivity , global
mission, divine providence of the nation, common destiny and future, national charac-
teristics, attitudes towards ,,others” (with ethnic minorities within the country and with
others outside the country), sacrality of the native land, etc. In short, identity narrative
includes everything that has to do with the definition of a collective ,,I* or ,,We*.

Identity narratives are studied with a particular interest in Western secondary
sources. In Georgia this is still less visited topic because the most of Georgian his-
torians essentialize the phenomenon of nation. Personally, I consider the process of
nation-building from a constructivist position; therefore, the study of the identity
narrative is a priority for me.

In my previously published studies, I have already analyzed various issues of
the Georgian identity narrative and identified the connection of each of them with
the fundamental ideals of nationalism.! In this work, I continue my research in this
direction. In particular, I will analyze a topic that can be conventionally called ,,con-
ceptualization of the national landscape®.

Territory is one of the basic markers of communities based on collective cultural
identity, therefore, the discourse about the native land occupies a completely prom-
inent place in identity narratives. The sacred landscapes assigned to the native land

' Chkhartishvili M. Georgian ethnie in the epoch of religious conversion. Tb., 2009; Chkhartish-
vili M., Mania K. Coverage of the process of the Georgian national consolidation in print media.
Georgians as readers of ,Iveria“. Tb., 2011; Chkhartishvili M. Georgian Identity Narrative by
Zviad Gamsakhurdia. Representation and commentaries. Zviad Gamsakhurdia. Politics, Science,
Literature, Tb., 2020, pp. 7-27.
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are ,sites of memory"“.! One part of them is artificially created by professionals in the
field, and the other part is of natural origin. They (as well as the efforts of specialists)
become a national symbol and are filled with a cultural sense that contributes to the
national consolidation process.

This time [ will touch on mountains and mountain landscapes as markers of the
Georgian identity.

A national identity narrative is an abstraction represented through the different
types of texts. One of them is literary fiction. I will use it as a primary source in this
research. This type of sources is the most relevant for the study of the problem

Analysis of factual data.

At first glance, surprisingly, from the first decades of the 19th century, the artistic
depiction of mountains, mountain landscapes and highlanders became relevant in
Georgian poetry and prose. Georgian writers and poets began vividly describing the
enchanting beauty of the mountains.

Georgian authors are especially attracted by mountain rivers, whose greatest ener-
gy and constant motion is an example for them. They were compared to the lowland
rivers and the former is clearly preferred. In general, mountains are more preferable
to them than lowlands. The mountain climate is healthy and living in the mountains
is better. Not only beautiful forested mountains but even sheer cliffs are better than all
the goods of the lowlands. Georgian writers express a sense of boundless attachment
to the mountains; in their creations the mountains are obviously associated with the
native land. It seems that the mountainous landscape contributes to the perfection of
mountain flora and fauna. Highlanders are distinguished by moral virtues: courage,
intelligence, loyalty, hospitality, physical agility — all these are their unconditional
characteristics; if there is a traitor among them, he is expelled from society for disre-
garding the ethical code of highlanders.

Highlanders are the bearers of the idea of Georgian community. They spare no
effort to repulse the common enemy. They support the population of the lowlands
of Georgia. They have energy, they have preserved their authentic Georgian identity.

From all this, the reader must conclude that it is the mountainous regions that will
save Georgia and ensure its bright future.

This can be illustrated by a number of examples. The limited space of the article
does not allow me to expand the list of sources and provide extensive excerpts from
them for illustration. However, the small part that will be discussed this time, I hope,
will give the reader a clear idea of the whole.

The poem , The Fate of Kartli“ (1839) by Nikoloz Baratashvili, the greatest rep-
resentative of Georgian romanticism, is very interesting in terms of conceptualizing

1 Nora P. Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire. Representations, 1989, Ne 26,
Special Issue: Memory and Counter-Memory, pp. 7-24.
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mountains and mountain landscape. As it is known, in this poem through appro-
priate poetical images Baratashvili discusses the issue of the political orientation
of Georgians, in particular the orientation of King Erekle II towards Russia and
the problem of maintaining the Georgian identity against the background of such
changes. It is in this poem with such a purpose that there is a passage, which, in fact,
is the glorification of the Aragvi River. In terms of poetic imagery, this is one of the
strongest points in this poem. Nikoloz Baratashvili describes the mountain river and
the nature around it and links it with the national character: ,Hey, shores of Aragvi,
fluttering, bright meadows, how can the heart of a Georgian man endurewhen he
sees your beauty, wherever he goes, he will get off a horse and have a rest there,
he will let the horse graze, he himself will take a nap and after waking up, wet his
forehead with water and then he will exclaim in Georgian with admiration, at least
once, gazing at the green mountains of the blooming Aragvi gorge, and even if he is
late, he will not regret”.

Here is the apology of the mountainous landscape. It affects a person’s worldview.
Its influence is clearly positive.

If we look at the poem ,Meditations by the River Mtkvari“, written by the same
author a few years earlier, this opinion seems even more convincing: the poet on the
bank of the Mtkvari is not at all as optimistic as a Georgian depicted in the poem,
who is relieved and optimistic by the banks of the Aragvi: What means your purl, O
Mtkvari old, forebodes it joy or woe?/ You are witness true of bygone days, yet hum
in speechless flow./ But why this life of maddening strife, if all its visions fair./ Are
bubbles light, illusions bright, that burst and fade forever?/

N. Baratashvili is not the only Georgian writer in the 19th century who describes
Aragvi and gives us an idea of its being one of the symbols of Georgian identity. The
appeal of Ilia Chavchavadze and Vazha Pshavela to Aragvi is full of great intimacy:
the mountain river Aragvi is inseparable from Georgianness. Ilia mentions Aragvi in
his poem ,, The Ghost” (1859. Final edition 1872): Our Aragvi! I love you so much!
/ You are an eyewitness to the life of Georgia... / My homeland at your banks / was
flourishing at one time.

Aragvi, this inanimate essence, in the poet’s view, is alive and even more, it is a
necessary attribute of being Georgian.

Apart from Aragvi, the eyes of Georgian writers were upon the Terek River. The
Terek was again and again in their area of interest because of its being a moun-
tain river. Grigol Orbeliani begins to create the unique face of Terek in his poem
the , Twilight of farewell” (1840). The poet first depicts the Caucasus and then the
Terek: Where mountains climbing to the sky are with a freezing crown/ And rivers
throwing wave on waves with shout;/ Abysses — darkened, rocks — bigger than eye
can see,/ Where a hunter chases ibex and clouds appear under him./ Where fields,
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emerald-colored, become verdant tenderly,/ Delighted springs come running with
laughing on them;/ Terek runs, Terek howls,Rocks give bass line...’/

Grigol Orbeliani introduces only a beautiful picture of nature, whereas Ilia
Chavchavadze is looking for a purport of this picture; therefore the discourse about
the Terek, about mountains and fields, becomes an integral part of the Georgian iden-
tity narrative. I have in mind Ilia’s ,Traveller’s letters® (1861), which is one of the
main texts on Georgian nationalism. Among many other questions, Ilia here refers
to Terek to express important ideas for him:, That baleful Terek! How two-faced it
has been! See how dead it is. Whenever it turns its back to us and its face to Russia,
when it gets into the plains and the flat country somehow that daemonic, heroic voice
ceases. Is that our mad Terek at Vladikavkaz of which our poet sings: ,, Terek rushes,
Terek thunders® The rocks give back its bass“ There it is as spiritless, as dead, as if
it dwelt under the rod or had received a high official post. But perchance Terek is so
silent there because the echoing rocks are not by its sides, those rocks: , The clouds
lie black upon the rocky heights ,,And wrathfully threaten the earth with a deluge®.
But nevertheless, woe to thee, my Terek! Thou my foster brother, like some men,
wherever thou goest thou donnest the hat of the country. No sin is thy thunder, thine
awful noise, thy fury and fretting, thine eternal strife with boulders, rock and glen,
as if thy large desire could not be contained in thy narrow bed. Much is there that
is worthy of thought in thee, our unsubdued Terek, in thy victorious and obstinate
course. But here thou art drowned like a slain lion dragged along. Thou art pitiable
and thou doest sin!*

As already mentioned, the reason for admiration for the Terek is in its connection
with the mountains. The Terek River on the plain no longer excites the poet. Ilia
Chavchavadze also very diligently describes the glacier but does not approve of its
gloom, mediocrity and immobility and contrasts it with the energetic Terek. How-
ever, this energy of the Terek that it receives from the mountain and is drawn from
the heart of the rock is especially outlined: ,I went out from my room and looked
over at Mqinvari, which they call Mount Kazbek. There is something noble about
Mgqinvari. Truly can it say: the heavens are my head-dress and the earth my slippers.
It rose in the azure sky, white and serene. Not a cloud, even of the size of a man’s
hand, dimmed its lofty brow, its head silvered with frost. One solitary star of great
brilliance shone steadily, as if marvelling at Mqinvari’s noble mien. Mqinvari! Great
is it, calm and peaceful, but it is cold and white. Its appearance makes me wonder
but doesn’t move me, it chills me and does not warm me — in a word it is Mqinvari /
frozen/. Mqinvari with all its grandeur is to be admired but not to be loved. And what
do I want with its greatness. The world’s hum, the world’s whirlwind and breezes,
the world’s ill or weal makes not even a nerve in his lofty brow twitch. Although his
base stands on mother earth his head rests: in heaven; it is isolated; inaccessible. I do
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not like such height nor such isolation nor such inaccessibility. Thank God for the
desperate, mad, furious, obstinate, disobedient muddy Terek! Leaping from the black
rock’s heart he goes roaring and shouting on his way. I love Terek’s noisy murmur, its
hurried struggle, grumbling and lamentation. Terek is the image of human awakened
life...”

The association of the mountain with the whole homeland is already well seen in
Chhavchavadze’s early works. His poem ,, To Kvareli Mountains® dates back to 1857.
Here Ilia Chavchhavadze is interested in nature and landscape as much it is connect-
ed with the idea of being Georgian: ,Mountains of my homeland! Your son’s leaving
you behind,/ but memories of you stay as always fresh within my mind;/ You go with
me, a part of me, as much me as my heart,/ Yes, mountains, you were fixed within my
nature from the start!.../ I was young so self-respect to me was just a word./ But now
my friends and I take pride in being one of you./ I am the son of nature. I am Georgian
and I grew/ to manhood in the midst of storms by lightning addressed.

Above I quoted an excerpt from the , Traveller’s Letters®, in which the Terek is
described as both mountainous and lowland river. But the data of this work regard-
ing the issues of our concern does not end there. The main character of this literary
work, Lelt Gunia, is a highlander. The author has shown that it is the mountains that
preserve Georgian identity. Through the speech of an ordinary peasant , with its Mo-
chevian dialect and at first glance, naive reasoning, Ilia Chavchavadze has presented
the program of Georgian nationalism. A mountaineer Lelt Ghunua is concerned not
only with his region but also with national problems.

In the same story Ilia Chavchavadze also brings up the topic of comparing
mountains and plains. The author (// traveller) asks Lelt Ghunia, which is better: a
mountain or a plain. Lelt Gunia at first avoids a straight answer, but then still makes
a choice in favour of the mountain: , Then it must be better in the plains; there the
people have more to eat. — Who knows? There too there are ills. The climate is
unhealthy. The folk thereabouts have no colour, they are not strong. Here we are
healthy. The Maker of the round sky has decreed it; there Satiety, here health. —
Which is better, the fat land or the healthy? — Both are alike. No place is bad. *
Village shop. — If you were made to choose one of them? — One? To choose! I prefer
these broken rocks. It is healthy. Adam’s son is but grass, he has wants, he satisfies
them, why should he suffer pain?“

The advantage, as we see, is still given to mountains, not only wooded mountains,
but also to scarse rocks. It seems to be a protest against civilization and urbanization,
the change brought about by the new time.

Vazha-Pshavela’s poem ,Bakhtrioni“ (1882-1892) is also of special interest in
terms of conceptualizing mountains. This text is also interesting because of the great
care the mountain landscape is described in it: ,Hello, ridges! /Accept my belated
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greetings./When I die, let your azaleas and junipers decorate my grave!/ Only with
you, this heart is alive and becomes bolder*. ..

In addition, this work deserves attention in terms of creating the idealized faces
of the highlanders. Attributing the mission of savior from violence to the mountaineer
as an antagonist the plains is also a very interesting touch of the mountain conceptu-
alization process.

The emphasis is on the homogeneity of the mountainous and lowland population
of Georgia and their common beliefs. The highlanders ask the shrines of the Pshavs
for help to the Kakhetians: / ,Fill the fields with Tatar blood / Fields of Kakheti®.

The connection between the motherland and the mountains is evident in the fa-
mous poem by Raphiel Eristavi ,The Motherland of Khevsur® (1881): ,Not for all
the trees in Eden would I these rugged cliffs exchange,/ Nor for paradise undreamed
of would I my native land exchange!/ I love the mounts that rear their heads adorned
with never-melting snow,/ The crags where eagles dare not perch, where mighty tor-
rents deafening flow,/ And there to banquet on deer’s flesh as did my fathers long ago./
Not for all the trees in Eden would I these rugged cliffs exchange,/ Nor for paradise
undreamed of would I my native land exchange!/ Though beautiful are flowery vales
where silver brooklets winding sigh,/ Yet towards Khevsuri’s rocky mounts my heart
and soul with yearning fly,/ Life in the valleys I’d renounce for death midst native
mountains high./ Not for all the trees in Eden would I these rugged cliffs exchange,/
Nor for paradise undreamed of would I my native land exchange!/ I never longed for
wealth or fame that fortune lavishly can pour,/ Nor dreamed of golden palaces with
warriors and slaves galore;/ My wish is but to live and die for the highlands I adore!

Raphael Eristavi continues the comparison of plains and mountains and proves
the superiority of the mountain in his later poem , The Shepherd in Trialeti“ (1886).

Animation of mountains, the tendency to turn them into living members of com-
munity is clearly seen in the work of Vazha-Pshavela , The High Mountains“ (1895):
» They were standing and waiting. The mountains’ waiting is boundless; like a bound-
less sea it lies in their heart; reddish, the color of blood, clotted, it quivers in their
heart and chest. Yet outside, on their face, nothing is visible except hostility. This is
also a sign of their waiting. Who knows, what goes on in the mountains’ heart, what
fire boils, and spills over. Mountains, oh mountains! What are you waiting for, who
are you waiting for? Do you really have a beloved whom you haven’t seen for a long
time? Perhaps you’ve lost a child? Perhaps a brother, or your mother has gone far
away, and you’ve had no news from either? No answer is heard. They stand without
twitching their eyebrows. They waited, they are waiting, and again, they will contin-
ue to wait. What will dry up that sea of waiting in their heart? It has no end, and no
conclusion, like a deity...When every animate being, every flying insect, the grass,
flowers, river, and the restless, untiring wind fall asleep, then, only then will they
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heave a sigh and shed tears. We, humans, at that point say: Ach, what sadness, like a
heavy stone, lies on my heart. Why don’t you sing, oh mountains?! Do I really have
to die, and not hear your voice, your song? Why don’t you laugh? At least show me
your smile, my good mountains! How could a single thought have enslaved you,
seized and subdued you in such a way that every other strength and sign of life is
crushed in your heart and mind?! No, no. From time to time, you, too, rejoice, but the
world thinks that you don’t feel anything. And yet I know that candles are lit in your
heart when a proud, wild eagle plays over your head, and swoops down to your lap to
rest. How beautiful you are then! How it suits you, when your son, brought up well
by you, is so courageous, fearless, and beautiful. He is, after all, your messenger. He
talks to God, discusses your business with Him Do you not have thoughts? Ideas?
Feelings? Do you not dream? Of course you do! After all, what are those beautiful
flowers which adorn your breast? They are your dreams, hope, and consolation. Why
do you surround yourself in thick mists, if you’re not secretly thinking of something,
and hiding this thought from us, the children of Adam?! Why did you give birth to
grass? Why do you let the cold springs flow? Why do you send avalanches crashing
down? Why do you raise the wild, free chamois?! Who are you fooling, you good
ones“!!

The antagonism between the mountain and the plains and the justification of the
special importance of mountains in Georgian culture were vividly reflected in the po-
etic competition between Akaki Tsereteli and Vazha-Pshavela, the so-called ,kapia-
oba“. It began with a poem by Akaki Tsereteli, criticizing Vazha’s language because
of his Pshavian dialectisms. In fact, this was not a rejection of mountains, but, on the
contrary, their apology and a provocation by Akaki TTsereteli in order to make Vazha
Pshavela present the mountains and hills even more magnificently in response, to
substantiate the national dimension of local culture.

Vaja adequately understood Akaki’s challenge: he also talks about the uniqueness
of the mountain, albeit in a little more detail and with more emphasis on facts that
contribute to the process of national consolidation.

The tendency to associate the homeland with the mountains can be seen in later
Georgian literature, for example, in Galaktion Tabidze’s poem ,Return® (1918): /The
shadows of evening, like breezes of twilight, / embraces all-round / If you have seen
the foggy plums ever, These are my homeland’s mounts!/

The idealization of the mountaineers and the theme of preserving the mountains
as a genuine, pristine Georgian essence, has been continued in Georgian Soviet fic-
tion. An interesting example of this is Akaki Beliashvili’s novel Vepkhia Khalibauri,
which was also screened under a different name (,, They Came from the Mountain®).
The depiction of a mountain in the Soviet coat of arms may also indicate the rele-

! translated by Mary Childs http://depts.washington.edu/dtcg/vp/vp12.html
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vance of this topic in Soviet times. The mountain on this coat of arms is clearly per-
ceived as a Georgian marker. There is plain, as its opposition, but not the sea.

What should be the reason for such attitude of Georgian artists towards moun-
tains? Of course, thir permanent interest and desire for idealization cannot be ac-
cidental to mountains. As has been said, assigning social content to landscapes and
including them in the arsenal of collective memory is the universal of the ideology
of nationalism that characterizes the process of nation-building in any country. As it
turns out, understanding the mountain as a national marker is also universal. This is
shown by the national narratives of the Balkan countries in which the mountains, the
mountain population are idealized.! Here, as in the Georgian reality, mountain and
mountain societies are conceptualized as preserving the authentic self.

What should be the reason for this?

Both the Caucasus and the Balkans are actually mountainous regions. This is why
mountains have historically played an important role in the lives of the people here.
However, it seems that this is not the only reason why this topic has become relevant
in the process of national consolidation. The ideology of nationalism (and the result-
ing national narratives) places particular emphasis on tradition. Highland societies
that undergo change later than lowland ones, are presented as preservers of traditions.
Thus, it attracts the attention of the ideologists of nationalism. At the same time, the
creation of nations means breaking down the internal walls, the deployment of the
process of cultural unification, so that all members of the community are equally
susceptible to the ideology of internal group solidarity. The idealized faces of the
immaculately preserved mountains and hillsides should be seen as an expression of
this desire for unification. This indicates that nationalists are seeking to integrate a
relatively isolated segment of the population.

Moreover, mountains’ becoming a marker of Georgian identity could be caused
by confrontation with Russia. ,I was in Russia, I saw the fields“. This line from one
of Akaki Tsereteli’s poems shows well what the Georgians considered one of the
markers of Russia. Accordingly, Georgian nationalists choose a radically different
symbol to identify their native nation.

Even during Soviet times, the interest of Georgian artists in the mountains did
not diminish, which is explained by the desire to integrate mountains into Georgian
Soviet identity. The customs of the past are better preserved in the mountains. The
Soviet state sought to eradicate them (for example, the custom of blood feud) and
cultural homogenization. Interestingly, this also finds some parallels in the Balkan
experience. During the socialist regimes, the conceptualization of the mountain as a
national identity marker continued there as well.

! Brunnbauer U., Pichler R. Mountains as ,lieux de mémoire“. Highland Values and Nation-Building
in the Balkans. Balkanologie, Revue d’études pluridisciplinaires, 2002, v. VI, Ne1-2, pp. 77-100.
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Conclusion

Thus, we have traced the facts of depiction of mountain and mountain landscapes
in some monuments of modern Georgian literature. There is a permanent interest of
Georgian writers in this topic. It turns out that this interest is not accidental and is
associated with the process of national consolidation. The story about the highlands
as a place of preservation of Georgian authenticity and the highlanders as defenders
of Georgian identity has become an integral part of the Georgian identity narrative.

The conceptualization of the mountain in Georgian reality has a long history.
In the ancient Georgian hagiographic works, in the extensive edition of St. Nino’s
,Life“ (the 4th c.), The issue of the cultural confrontation between mountain and
plain was raised for the first time in Georgian literature. Saint Nino’s sermons in the
lowland regions of Georgia met with no resistance but the highlanders were aggres-
sive against her (,,were gnashing their teeth®.). Some of the highlanders did not con-
vert to Christianity, despite the punitive measures of King’s Eristavs. This shows that,
if the mountainous region at that time was not considered as completely ,,different,,,
(The language was Georgian, obviously she was preaching in Georgian), at least in
some way it was perceived as ,other®. This is how the Christianized community of
Kartli perceived the mountain population. This was the first description of an attempt
of cultural integration of the mountainous communities.

The perception of the mountaineers as a marginal community of the Georgian
»wwe-group“ has lasted for centuries. Queen Tamar’s historian(13th c¢) doubts that they
actually shared one of the main markers of Georgian identity — Christianity, despite
the fact that, in his words, they consider themselves Christians (,,attribute themselves
to Christianity“). Even in the 18th century Vakhushti Bagrationi mentioned the cul-
tural separation of a part of the mountaineers from the Georgian ,, We"“-group.

Exactly this is the situation that has changed since the nineteenth century as a re-
sult of a strong consolidation process: the creators of the Georgian national narrative
are trying to assure us that in every way the mountain is better than plain, that the
vital energy of the Georgian nation is accumulated in the mountains, that the Geor-
gian highlander is not just ,equal“ to the Georgian lowlander, but is much more ,we"“.
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