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THE LEGEND OF PIROSMANI

by Valerian Markarov

A historical drama, which unfolded in the Tiflis province of the Russian Empire at the turn of the XIX and XX centuries.


«...I have strayed like a lost sheep.

Seek your servant, for I have not forgotten your commands...»
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From the author
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Sometimes amazing people live next to us, whose existence, even before the end of their earthly days, becomes a legend. Such is a lot of the chosen. They, feeding the lofty ideas of humanity, hear, see and feel what is inaccessible to ordinary mortals, and we do not notice them, do not cherish them. Such a creator, whose name is surrounded by a halo of immortality, was Niko Pirosmani. The stories that are told about him, no one can confirm or deny. But they are his biography. He created it himself with his amazing life. A life that turned into a Legend about the Master. And we have no right not to believe her...

Niko Pirosmani's life is enclosed between two question marks: when was he born? when did he die? And between them is a long string of other issues. Who can tell the truth about him? Whom should I ask: the earth? the sky? Even contemporaries remembered Nikala as a dream. He has remained a mystery for generations. One certainty — he lived. One thing is obvious — he is still alive. After all, every artist has two lives. One is his own. The other is the life of his art, which, sometimes, outlives the master himself for a long time.

You can probably understand this amazing person only by living life the way he lived it. We, the admirers of his talent, are given a modest opportunity to touch the recesses of his soul, trying to understand and accept his creative legacy, in which he invested immeasurable love for people.

The book you are holding in your hands is not a history textbook, not a scientific monograph or dissertation. This is a historical novel that gives you the opportunity to travel to the past, to the old and unique Tiflis of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, noisy, colorful, and hardworking. The basis for the creation of this work was historical authenticity, intertwined with fiction, and some interpretations of the facts presented here are controversial due to the inconsistency and insufficiency of historical information.

Enjoy your reading!

Sincerely yours,

Valerian Markarov
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Chapter 1. The tale of a young dreamer
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In a certain kingdom, in a certain state... or rather, in a country called Georgia, which in the nineteenth century was part of the Russian Empire as a province, there lived a proud and freedom-loving people, very wise for such a very small country. Each region of it is not like the neighboring one, and its inhabitants — Georgians — differ from each other not only in their way of life and traditions, but sometimes they even communicate in different languages and dialects. It is rumored that those who live in the west: Imereti, Megrelians, Gurians, Svans, Adjarians, and others are more lively, while the eastern Kartalians and Kakhetians are more industrious.

In the east of this hospitable country — in Kakheti — the blessed garden of the Caucasus with its amber vineyards, in the village of Mirzaani lived-there was a Pirosmanashvili family. The house of Aslan, the head of the family, and his wife Tekle stood on the very edge of the village, next to an old mulberry tree, and nearby was the family's vineyard. And even further away, on an overgrown forest slope, there is a plot of land with which the grateful village endowed Aslan for the difference in battle, when he, with the agility of a horseman, desperately brandished a sharpened dagger, fighting with black-eyed Lezgins who kidnapped Mirza children. He was a strong man, a real Kakhetian. A hardworking and skillful peasant.

Despite the fact that serfdom was abolished in Russia in 1861, Emperor Alexander II considered it a difficult task to carry out the same reform in Georgia itself. This was impossible without losing the newly acquired loyalty of the Georgian nobility, whose welfare depended on serf labor. And yet, four years later, His Imperial Majesty signed a decree on the liberation of the first serfs in Georgia, which was loudly announced in all settlements, to the noise of brass bands and the beating of drums, which harmoniously merged, causing great satisfaction:

"By the Grace of God, We, Alexander II, Emperor of All Russia, Tsar of Poland, Grand Duke of Finland, and so on, and so on, and so on...

...Serfdom for peasants installed in landlords' estates and for household people is abolished FOREVER...

...Make the sign of the cross over yourself, Orthodox people, and call upon God's blessing with Us for your free work, the pledge of your domestic well-being and the welfare of the public...".

Now the peasants became free people and could move freely, marry according to their choice, and even take part in political activities. The landowners retained the right to all their land, but only part of it remained in their full ownership, and the other was granted the right to rent or buy out former serfs who had lived on it for centuries to compensate for the loss of land to the owners. The following duties were established for the use of land: for vineyards, as well as arable — the peasant gave the rich man a quarter of the harvest, for haymaking — one-third of the mowing.

That's how the peasants worked from morning until late at night. A man mows the grass in the fields, waving a curved scythe blade on a long stalk over it. He will work all day in the heat. The mown grass dries up in the sun and gradually turns into hay. The man prays to God for dry and sunny weather. After all, if it rains, then the grass is dying, moldy, and rotting — it is no longer good for anything! Whole families come out to dry the grass and turn it over with rakes and pitchforks. And when it has completely dried out, the peasants make a large haystack with a long pole in the middle from the resulting hay, which they transport to their yard, where they also store carts, wheels, harnesses; and other poor possessions.

The most important work of the peasant farm was a horse. Without it, agricultural labor was simply unthinkable. The horse helped to plow the field, and gave manure to fertilize the soil. Horseless peasants were considered very poor. They grazed the horses at night because during the day she had no time to nibble grass: she was always with the peasant in the field. Very few owned a couple of cows or buffaloes, and some owned several pigs or sheep. Cattle were kept in the yard, and in the cold season, small calves, lambs, or piglets were taken into the house by the peasants, especially fencing off part of the room for them. Cattle gave a lot of useful products. Sour cream, butter, cottage cheese, and cheese were made from cow's milk. The sheep gave wool twice a year. Socks were knitted from it, coarse fabric was made. Chickens and geese provided the family with eggs and meat.

The peasant carefully took care of the cattle, daily prepared for her in a bucket special swill — vegetable peels boiled in the oven, chaff left over from grinding grain, and bran — shells of grains mixed with low-quality flour. All this had to be thoroughly cooked and warmed up. And even hay had to be fed! How about without hay? One cow ate a whole pood of it a day, and for a year it was necessary to have three hundred pounds of hay, or even more. In addition, each cow drank more than one bucket of water, and the hostess was supposed to milk her twice a day in order to prepare more cheese and butter for the winter.

In addition to working in the fields, the Kakhetians worked in their vineyards: every day and with the whole world, regardless of when it was time to harvest. The peasants tied the vine to support posts and wires and cut off excess branches, made sure that the height of the bush did not exceed one meter — this makes it easier to take care of the vine, and amber berries exposed to the sun gain more sugar ... Wine is made from them, chacha is made from cake, shish kebab is fried on a dry vine, and from grape seeds press the oil.

Hard life made the fate of many families similar to each other. From year to year, they lived in the same village; and performed the same jobs and duties. The modest church built in the village did not impress with its size or architecture but made this place the center of the whole neighborhood. Even as a baby, a few days old, each person fell under its arches during his own christening and many times later visited here throughout his difficult life. The deceased was also brought here before his mortal body was buried. The church was almost the only public building in the area. The priest was, if not the only one, then one of the few literate people. No matter how the parishioners treated him, he was considered an official spiritual father, to whom the Law of God obliged everyone to come to confession.

Three main events in human life united the villagers: birth, marriage, and death. It was in these three parts that the records in the church metric books were divided. At that time, in many families, children were born almost every year. The birth of a child was perceived as the will of the Lord, which few people thought of resisting. More children mean more workers in the family, and hence more prosperity. Based on this, the appearance of boys was preferable. You raise a girl, you raise her, and she goes to someone else's family.

But even this, in the end, does not matter: brides from other courtyards replaced the working hands of the daughters given out to the side. The birth of a child has always been a holiday in the family, which is why it was illuminated by one of the main Christian sacraments - baptism. The parents, along with the godfather and mother, carried the child to church. The priest monotonously read a prayer, after that he immersed the baby in a font with warm water, put on a cross, usually wooden, on a simple string. And when they returned home, they arranged a christening — they set the table and called big relatives to the celebration.

* * *
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Presumably, in 1862, the hard worker Aslan Pirosmanashvili and his wife Tekle had a child. The village priest, having held his attentive gaze on the boy longer than usual, for some reason directed it into the distance and fell silent. It was as if he had a vision that this child's life would have its own special meaning. And the goal. And the highest predestination. Then, opening the Yuletide, he announced with an extraordinary solemnity that in honor of St. Nicholas the Wonderworker he was naming the newborn Nicholas, or, to put it simply, Niko: "The servant of God Nicholas is baptized in the name of the Father, Amen. And a Son, amen. And the Holy Spirit, amen," and after each "Amen" sprinkled the boy with holy water...

...The child grew up a dreamer and a visionary. At the age of five, his mother used to ask him to take lunch to his father in the field, and he would think on the way, go to the wrong place, and his father would remain hungry. Or, forgetting about everything in the world, he throws his head back and watches the birds flying from branch to branch, listening to the quiet pacification of wildlife.

One day, when it was time to harvest grapes and the whole village gathered together — each pair of hands was not superfluous — the boy lay down under a bush and began to dream:

— Eh, it would be nice if each vine was the size of that poplar over there. Then the juice from three of its bunches could be filled with a large kvevri.

And so today, until sunset, the boy was immersed in his naive childhood dreams. And when he came home, he saw his mother, who went out to milk the cow. She reproached her son:

— You, my son, at least get busy with some kind of business. And then I worked for a month as a backup and got sad. What's the use of your castles in the air? Look, even the kids don't waste time, as they can help their parents. A dream is not milk, you can't make butter out of it, you can't make cheese. Look around, people are working everywhere. They have no time to dream!

The boy did not believe his mother.

- Why? "What is it? —  he asked in surprise. — What's wrong with dreaming?

— It interferes with work, son, and makes a person poor and unhappy. That's why we adults have already forgotten when we dreamed the last time...

— Is it possible that adults don't dream? This can't be happening! Here is an old grandfather, when he planted this vineyard with his overworked hands, did he not dream how he would treat his children and grandchildren with sweet grapes?

The boy's legs brought him to the other end of the village by themselves. It became interesting to him, is it really only children who dream? Could it be that the only useful activity in life is work, and dreaming is just harmful?

— Gamarjoba ar itsi, bicho?!  — a peasant was walking along the road, bent double under the weight of a large barrel on his back.

— Gamarjoba, Abesalom-bidziya! — politely greeted the thoughtful boy. And then, taking advantage of the opportunity, he asked the poor man:

— What are you dreaming about?

— What should I dream about, civil?  — he sighed and wiped his wrinkled face with his sleeve, along which streams of sweat flowed, originating from under the Kakhetian knitted hat that warmed in winter and cooled in summer. — My dream is that my path will be shorter, and this cursed barrel will be easier. And I don't need more. — and went on, groaning under the weight of his heavy fate.

Niko goes further and sees how, sitting on the grass, under an old hazel tree, three princes are feasting in knee-length black chokes, from under which silk arkhalukhs were visible. He approached them, took off his cap, and bowed low:

— Venerable princes. What do you dream about?

They laughed good-naturedly at his question. One of them, the one on the far right, raised a red wine horn filled to the brim and said:

— What am I dreaming about, you ask? Hmm," he stroked his mustache and rolled his eyes, "I wish, you see, to get a red deer on the hunt, and that all the inhabitants of our village would say:

«Wai! What a fine fellow our prince is! What a handsome deer he got! Honor to him and praise!». Now I’ll finish this good wine, get up, put the cartridges in the gaskets, and tell the servant to take my big gun out of the fur cover and bring it...

— What's a deer?  The second prince who was sitting in the middle intervened. — Here I am, kid, dreaming that a mighty lion will appear in our region, as in the old days, and that I will defeat him! And so that everyone exclaimed: "Wai! What a brave man our dear prince is! What a daredevil! I defeated such a beast alone!". When I get some rest, I'll take my sharp dagger and go look for this lion!

— And I, — the third boasted, — I dream of taking the beautiful Tina as my wife! So that all the inhabitants of our region exclaim: "Wai-wai-wai! Well done our Prince-Jan! He brought such a beautiful young wife into the house!". Now I will finish this jug, put on a white chokha embroidered with gold and silk threads, take the musicians along with their shares, pandura, and samurai, and go to her to woo!

— And won't he refuse?  — The first prince asked.

— Why should she refuse? Is she a fool? Let him look at me—handsome, tall, rich! There is a house, there are servants, there is land! There is a saber! What else does a woman need? She'll run like a pretty girl, she'll still beg! —  he boasted, not even noticing how the boy turned away and walked away from them on his way.

All day long Niko wandered around the village and its surroundings. He asked all the people he met, and they did not drive him away, answering his question — who with a smile, and who seriously. The fisherman told:

— I dream of catching the biggest fish, so that for the money that I will help out for it, I can patch up the roof in the house with holes, celebrate a new dress for my wife, and buy gifts for the children. Yes, even so that there is left on the shirt...

The janitor at the princely estate dreamed that there would always be only spring and summer, explaining at the same time that in autumn the leaves fall off the trees and sweep–do not sweep, there is no sense, hands fall off from work...

Our Niko and the boy met on a skinny donkey loaded with huge cans of water. He offered to give him a ride, but Niko refused. It seemed to him that the poor animal begged:

— If you knew, kid, how I dream that my master would grow up as soon as possible and change to a horse... then I would probably be able to rest a little...

Passing by the field, Niko noticed two poor people who, tired of field work, were lying on the soft grass and talking about this and that. Approaching them from behind and hiding behind one of the rare trees, he witnessed such a conversation. One of the poor, looking around the field, says to the other:

— Oh, if this field were mine, and not our greedy prince, I would breed donkeys on it!

— Why do you need these stubborn animals? Found someone to breed! Here I would like to have as many sheep as there are stars in the sky! — someone else was dreaming.

— Bicho, where are you going to graze such a darkness of sheep? On my field, or what? Will you leave my donkeys without grass?  The first one asked, puzzled.

—So your donkeys have to graze, but my sheep don't?" — the second one was offended.

"I won't let you herd sheep in my field!" — the first one shouted.

— Won't you let me? "I'll drive you and your donkeys away by force!"

Word for word — a dispute broke out between them. Fists were used, they beat each other mercilessly. Niko took pity on them, came out from behind the tree and approached them:

— Dear. What didn't you share?

My friends told me what they were arguing about. Let the child judge them, they say. And Niko says to them:

— Why fight? The field, donkeys and sheep are just a dream!

The young people exchanged glances. It seemed that they were embarrassed by the fact that the boy was teaching them mind-to-mind...

And he went on his way.

When he came to the river, he saw two old women, Tsiuri and Makwala, brawling. One lived on one side of the river, the other on the other. Their quarrelsome disposition has long been rumored. The sun will not have time to rise, and they are already there, standing on the bank of the river and arguing, swearing until the evening. And no one knows why they are quarreling and making noise, which they will not share in any way.

—You damned witch! I won't let you down a single word! — one shouts.

— Look at this... at this daughter of a donkey, sitting on a donkey, driving a donkey! — the second one shouted in response. — Wait, I'll get to you now, I'll pull you by the hair!  and, picking up the hem of her dress, she almost stepped into the river. The river is shallow, and the stones in it are mossy and slippery. Grumpy hobbled to the middle, slipped and plopped into the water with a frightened exclamation: "Wai me!"

Our boy took pity on the old woman, rushed to her aid, picked her up by the arm, brought her to the shore and sat her down on a dry stone. And then, with his little hands, he straightened the old woman's stray hair, and tied a handkerchief that had slipped on her head.

The old woman was silent at first, and then with tears she looked at her little savior and wept bitterly. She felt ashamed in front of him.

— Tsiuri, well, be a man! — she asked her rival. – After all, I ask you one thing — that your dogs do not bark day and night long! I will not save them from them! My head is splitting!

And when Niko heard this, he thought that, apparently, senile old women can have a dream. Can his fellow villagers now, finally, be able to find peace when they calm down?

And then, after a while, he noticed a beautiful girl and a calico dress with a yellow hat on her head. She was standing on a green lawn, and was playing merrily with a red balloon.

— And who are you? — she asked coquettishly, hiding the ball behind her back and looking at the boy curiously. — What's your name?

—Niko," he replied shyly and blushed. — And you?

—I am Iamze? —  she said loudly and laughed so fervently that she looked like a little sun.

"What have you got there?" — Niko pointed his finger at the balloon. He had never seen such a curiosity on a silk thread before.

— It's a balloon. He can fly. I borrowed it from the owner's daughter, she just arrived from Tiflis. — with these words, the wonderful girl easily tossed the ball over her head and it was blown away by the wind. She ran after him, and Niko watched what was happening, his eyes wide with surprise.

— And why are you so absent—minded, huh? - a smile reappeared on the wide face of this lovely girl, and the boy was embarrassed. — Are you silent? Did you swallow your tongue? Or are you dreaming?

"What makes you think I'm dreaming?" "What is it?" he asked, not knowing what to answer.

— Yes, it can be seen a mile away! You walk around with your head up, you think you're a screaming crow, hee-hee...

— And you... do you know how to dream? —  he asked timidly.

— I can... and what?

— And about what?

— I won't tell you. I don't know you yet. And you... you, if you want, dream. A dream is good! She's— well, that's like this balloon... When it's there, you get used to it and stop noticing. He seems like an unnecessary toy. Completely useless. And when he dies...

"Who's going to die?"  Niko interrupted her. Now he didn't understand anything at all.

— Ball... I know... I've had it like this once before... It's bound to burst someday. Here it will run into a thorn and burst. Or it will fly up to heaven if you let go of the thread. That's when you realize how much you miss him..." her face suddenly became so sad that Niko really felt sorry for her.

— And where do you live, boy Niko? — suddenly she asked with lively interest. — And what are you doing?

— I live there, — he waved his hand, pointing to the edge of the village. — And I also help my family, I work as a backup. Together with the shepherd, I drive the princely sheep so that the herd does not scatter through the valley, and does not get lost on the mountain slopes ... so that the sheep do not get caught in the teeth of the wolf. And you?

— I'm not working yet. But soon, as soon as the rtveli is over, I will help my mother make pelamushi and churchkhely.

— Where are your parents now?

— I don't have a father, and my mother works in a manor house... Okay, Niko boy. I have to go home. Come again!  She waved her hand affectionately at him and ran merrily towards the wooden house that was leaning sideways.

He, watching the little Iamze with his eyes, suddenly remembered that he had been wandering for the whole day, and at home, his mother must be worried...

The mother was really standing at the gate, waiting for her son.

— Where have you gone, my incorrigible dreamer!

He threw his arms around his mother's neck, told her what he had learned and seen during the day, saying that everyone in our village has a dream. And children, and adults, and even a thin, but very hardy donkey ...

— And you ask me, son, what I dream about ... — she looked affectionately at Niko.

— About what, Dediko?

— I dream that you will grow up and become a good, respected person. So that you have a big and friendly family...

— And what should I do, Dad, to be respected?

— Do not shirk from work. Respect your elders and help them always...

That evening, Niko stood at the gate for a long time and looked up into the starry sky. The sun has long gone down, taking with it bright colors. And a fog appeared near the river, which slowly began to cover everything around.

He suddenly gave himself up to memories, remembered the monastery of St. Nino in Bodbe, which is located near Mirzaani, and where he, little Niko, having walked through the forest, had recently visited without asking his mother's permission.

The beauty of those places struck him. Flower beds, manicured lawns, church buildings, a subsidiary farm, vineyards, a healing spring. But most importantly, he learned that the remains of Saint Nino, the enlightener of Georgia, rested here. An old hermit monk, noticing the boy's interest, told him about the life of a Saint from Cappadocia. He said that the main goal assigned to the Saint by the Mother of God herself was the enlightenment of Iveria, because Iveria is the first inheritance of the Mother of God. The Lord appeared to Saint Nino in visions and blessed her for the feat, and the Virgin Mary handed her a cross made of a vine. So she got to Bodbe, where she pitched a tent on the top of the mountain and settled in it, carrying her faith to humanity and helping people, curing them of various ailments. Among those saved by her was Queen Nana, who believed together with her husband Mirian, and soon the entire Georgian people converted to Christianity in the Aragvi River near Mtskheta. When the Saint died, Tsar Mirian ordered her relics to be transported to the ancient capital of Georgia — Mtskheta. A couple of oxen and two hundred people could not move the carriage with her body. Then the tsar ordered to bury her in the place where her tent stood, and before his death he ordered his wife to give half of the treasury to the construction of a temple over the grave of the Saint. In the seventeenth century, King Teimuraz I of Kakheti opened a seminary in the monastery with the largest collection of religious books in the country and a school of painting.

A peaceful calm reigned in the gloomy temple. But now the trembling light of the lamp tore the ancient frescoes out of the darkness, and he was seized with a feeling close to sacred awe. He admired the mesmerizing glare of light on the wall images, not yet knowing how to understand the subjects, and therefore not so much admiring their beauty as revering their antiquity. Apparently, it is they who will awaken the artist in him...

That night he slept curled up in a ball, and a faint dreamy smile wandered on his lips. What was he thinking? About the lovely Iamze, who met him today and conquered his little heart with her smile? Or about what he will become when he grows up?

He dreamed that he could hear the amazing trampling of a horse outside the window. As loud as I've ever heard. Coming out of the house, he sees a rider in silver armor and a blue robe, with a golden spear in his hand, sitting on a mighty silver horse. He gets scared and starts praying. And the rider says to him:

— Come to me, son! Don't be afraid. Do you know who I am?

Nico shakes his head in fright.

— I am Saint Giorgi— the patron saint of Georgia. Have you heard of me?

Of course, Niko had heard of this Saint.

And I saw his image, killing the dragon. And an old hermit monk in the Bodbe monastery mentioned him as a cousin of Saint Nino, who made his victories over evil and sin. From the mouth of the Saint, the peoples of Georgia first learned about the life and martyrdom of her great brother.

— Yes, I was told that you are the patron saint of warriors, farmers, shepherds and travelers. They pray to you for deliverance from evil forces...

— Well done, Niko... The Lord has not deprived you of reason! I’ve been watching you today, son. I saw how you helped an old feeble woman, how you resolved a dispute between two friends. You have a kind heart. And an inquisitive mind. You went and asked people what they, poor devils, dream about. And there was not a single person in the whole village, neither old nor small, who would ask about your dream in response. So I decided to restore justice. Tell me, don’t be afraid, what is your dream?

— More than anything in the world, I dream of learning to draw, so that all my fantasies can be transferred to paintings, and so that people in the village respect me, talk, admiring: «Wai, what a talented artist our Niko is!»

— So be it, son! I will give you what you will be able to take. But look, don’t spill what I give you! You should be a great artist. But your path will be thorny. You will not live with your head, but with your heart. This is how all Georgians should live in order to accommodate God. And in my head... only doubts live in it...

Niko listened to the Saint warily, keeping silence and looking at him with frightened eyes.

— You will hear the whisper of the breeze, the echo coming from the high snow-capped mountains, the hum of old bells. They’ll keep telling you: «Remember, you are the chosen one!» You will live to serve goodness, love and beauty. And you will take torment for it. But look, don’t flinch, don’t shy away from your fate. So you will achieve immortality and establish yourself in the Kingdom of Heaven.

And the paintings... the paintings that you will sell for pennies will one day become priceless. But it doesn’t matter. The main thing is to be a good person — do everything you do according to your conscience. Don’t forget, everything is temporary, everything is perishable. If you are earthly, you will turn into dust, and if you live for eternity, then you will become like that proud eagle that flies high above the earthly vanity...

And remember your name. You are Niko Pirosmani. You are the chosen one. Go to God and love Him as He loved you.
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Chapter 2. The tear of the vine
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Niko was sleeping sweetly in his bed, and the melody of the lullaby "Iavnana" sounded softly in his ears, which his mother, still considering him a baby, sang every night before going to bed in her mesmerizing sad voice:

"Iavnana, Vardo Nana, Iavnaninao,

Daidzine, genatsvale, iavnaninao"...

But his sleepy peace and quiet were disturbed by the noise coming through the window. It was just getting light. These were imperious piercing sounds made by their old loud-mouthed rooster named Mamalo, who crowed tirelessly to the whole neighborhood, shamelessly destroying the reverent silence with his hoarse cries. It was followed by the barking of the neighbor's dogs, and from afar a hungry cow lowed long. Niko was sure that she was hungry, because, having eaten enough grass or hay, the cow does not moo. This desperate crowing had long annoyed and excited his childish mind. He was even somewhat afraid of this rooster after he once pecked him just below the back. Then the father promised that right now, with one movement of his hand, he would cut off the head of this vicious and pugnacious bird. But his mother stood on the threshold and stopped him, saying that Mamalo perfectly performs his duties on the farm, and, above all, he is brave and brave, and better than any Caucasian shepherd dog guards the house. And the mad rooster, feeling the support in the face of the hostess of the house, who watered him and fed him with millet, sunflower and corn, allowed himself to crow when he wanted, despite the early hours, desperately, to the point of blood, fought with neighboring roosters and impudently chased other people's chickens. They, having tender feelings for him, did not hurry to run at all, but clucked affectionately to him, being absolutely sure that the sun rises only because the soldier Mamalo sings. And now this "herald of the dawn", which had not yet been eaten, was thudding with its wings and, obviously, did not consider itself to be anything other than a mountain eagle, or maybe a double-headed one, with all the accompanying attributes of power — a scepter, a power and three crowns...

"Our affairs are unimportant, Tekle," his father's voice was heard. — The earth feeds poorly. I don't know what we're going to do anymore. How to support a family?

—We'll get by somehow, Aslan," his mother soothed him, speaking softly so as not to wake the children. She was spinning wool for chokha and occasionally glanced at the cauldron boiling over the fire. — If God has given us children, He will help us find bread for them. I'm going to knit at night. We'll buy more wool from the prince. Kakhi, his employee, shears sheep. I'll wash it, comb it and wind the threads...

— Where are you, Tekle? You're already working hard from morning to night, look, you've become quite like an old woman...

— The children need to be raised to their feet, Aslan...

- Mariam is no longer a child, she needs to be married...

— What are you saying, Aslan? Get married! Who will take her, weak in health? What kind of wife and mother is she? And what will we give as a dowry, did you think? Shall we remove this leaky carpet from the wall? — Tekle asked, shaking her head, and he only sighed in response:

- Well, what kind of men have gone, Tekle, if they are only chasing wealth? The main thing is that the young people love each other, the rest does not matter. Although, why talk about it now?  he waved his hand in resignation.

— The children help us as much as they can — and Mariam, and Giorgi, and Peputsa, and our youngest — Niko...

"I'm taking the boy with me today, Tekle. And then he wanders aimlessly around the village, thinks about something of his own, counts cranes in the sky...

— Yes, Aslan. Let him help you. Look at your hands. You can't straighten your fingers from calluses and cuts...

— Strong bunches were born this year, they do not lend themselves to the hand. I have to cut them off with a knife.

— You are a good man, Aslan. I see how you bend your back, you go out of your way to provide for your family... you show all your skills in the vineyard. You talk to each bush, persuading it to grow and bear fruit, you stroke the vine in early spring, you feel sorry for it after severe frosts. You love your work, you are not of this world in it, and you give yourself to it without a trace...

"They finished the grape harvest yesterday," her husband interrupted her. "They put the rich harvest in wicker baskets, and then they quietly moved it to the princely Marani. There is no free space left there!

— Well, thank God and St. George! They heard our prayers, sent people dry weather on rtveli ...

... That day, Niko helped his father in the winery, which stood in a large estate of the prince, not far from the vineyards. The capital marani, built of stone, with ornaments on the exterior walls and with beautiful decoration inside, stored not only wine. There was plenty of room for other fruits and vegetables, as well as pickles and other supplies for the winter. It was quiet and cool inside. Against the wall was a satsnakheli—chan-press, similar to a dugout boat made of the trunk of a large tree.

Having filled the satsnakheli with bunches of grapes from the bags that occupied almost a quarter of the entire marani, the father ordered his son to wash his feet well in a basin with water, and climb into the vat, on piles of grapes.

— Let's make wine, son! — he announced proudly. — Do you see how these fruits shine? They absorbed the sun of the vine. Watch and remember well! Because this case is passed from father to son. First we will crush the grapes...

"With twigs and bones, Father?"  Niko asked naively.

- yes. It's necessary. That's what my father did...

— My grandfather? And who taught him?

— He was taught by his father, and his father's father, and his grandfather, and great-grandfather. From Adam himself...

"Which Adam?"

— Adam is the very first person on earth. All people are his children. Especially Georgians. Tell me, who are you?

— Me? Niko. Nikolay Pirosmanashvili...

— Listen, I know that you are Niko. I called you that myself. I'm asking, who are you, Niko?

The boy thought for a moment, and then timidly said:

— Man...

— That's right. You're Adamiani.  So it's from Adam. Understood?

"Did he like wine too, Father?" — the boy asked innocently.

— Who? Adam? But how? I loved it so much! Do you think Adam chewed apples alone?

They are together — the father of a large family, this trouble—free hard worker who undertakes any occupation, and his son - in leisurely conversations and jokes, crushed juicy and ripe grapes with their feet. Niko watched as the squeezed juice from the press, along with the ground skin, bones and twigs, gets into the kvevri buried in the ground. What a fun and exciting activity it was!

— Don't be afraid, son, no matter how much dirt gets into the kvevri, everything will go into sediment...

"Is that wine already, Father?"

— No, shvilo, so far it's just juice. It will wander underground until it turns into wine. But you have to visit him from time to time, ask him how he is doing. After all, it is alive — it breathes underground, hears and feels everything! It is necessary to monitor when the pulp rises to the top and creates a dense "cap" on the wine. Then this "cap" must be broken and everything mixed well, otherwise the wine will sour, become vinegar. But when the pulp sinks to the bottom, it means that the wine tells us that we need to seal the kvevri tightly so that no air gets inside. And leave the wine alone until spring. Let him sleep peacefully. And in March it should be woken up, and carefully, so that the sediment does not rise, pour into bottles...

The boy listened to him attentively.

— It is customary to drink young wine while it is one or two years old. But it can also be stored for a long time. When you were born, I laid a little kvevri for joy. Let's drink noble wine from it for your wedding. I hope I'll live to see those days. We'll call the whole village to carouse. We will cover a large long table, put on it tapaka chickens, lobio, phali, khachapuri, satsivi, pickles, ripe tomatoes, kinzu and parsley, shish kebab, hot shoti, and real satsebeli ... And, of course, wine! You've heard the legend of the birth of wine, haven't you, Niko?

"No, Father, I haven't.

— No? So I'll tell you now. Every Georgian should know it.

There were times when people didn't know how to make wine yet. Vines grew in the forest, and birds pecked at the berries. One poor Georgian peasant brought a wild vine from the forest and planted it in front of the house. The vine gave a good harvest, and everyone enjoyed the grapes with pleasure. The next year, the peasant added ten more vines, the third — a hundred and thus planted a whole vineyard.

One autumn, a poor man harvested a crop and squeezed the juice out of it. Everyone liked the sweet grape juice. Don't pour out so much pleasant nectar! The peasant poured it into jugs and hid it for the winter. Two months later he decided to try it — the juice turned out to have a pleasant taste. The man was surprised: how could an unsightly vine produce such amazing fruits! He called the guests together to show off his discovery.

The nightingale was the first to arrive. He drank a glass and exclaimed:

— Who will taste this drink — will sing like me!

A rooster came for him. He drank a glass and proclaimed:

— Who will taste this drink, will cock like me!

The fat pig was the last to arrive. She also drank a glass and, grunting, announced:

— Who will taste this drink, will wallow in the mud, like me.

Since then, wine has been acting like this on a person. When a person drinks a little wine, his speech, sometimes, can be listened to as nightingale trills. If he drinks a little more than the measure, he becomes like our cock Mamalo, he has the illusion that he can overcome any obstacle. He doesn't care about anything! Well, being extremely drunk, a person becomes like a dirty pig — it's not hard to guess why.

— And you said, Father, that the first man on earth, Adam, drank wine... How did he drink then, if a poor Georgian peasant planted a vineyard?

— I said I must have been drinking... Who knows him, son, this Adam? — his father replied with displeasure, but Niko did not hear him. He thought about something in silence, and then said innocently:

— You must be a real winemaker, Father! Everything is working out so well for you...

— What kind of winemaker am I, son? My grandfather, God rest his soul, was a real winemaker. He knew how to taste, blindfolded, to determine not only the grape variety, but also the place where it grew, to name. And even the year when it was assembled. And with the help of a flexible twig of a vine, he could find drinking water underground, he always pointed out exactly where to dig a well! I knew so many secrets that there has never been a better winemaker in all of Kakheti! He always said that «a bad person will never make good wine.» And I... I only take care of the vineyards and help nature to give birth to wine! You can’t fool nature, son, as a simple person. And you can’t land! True winemakers love the land fills their hearts and they are ready to sacrifice their lives for the sake of our motherland, blessed Georgia. And also, remember this, son, wine is not just a drink. It is a living being, with its own soul. If a vineyard is destroyed by hail, it is no less a misfortune in the family than the death of the person closest to you. If there were no wine, there would be no Georgia itself. It preserves Georgia, even though we adopted Christianity with a cross made of a vine. There is nothing better, nothing truer and nothing older than wine in our country. It is immortal, it is eternal and the whole world can be found in it. The horn filled with it is raised not for the purpose of drinking, but because it is an occasion to tell people what you will not say at other times. And our Georgian people always drank — both when it was good for them and when they cried. Because wine, my dear son, is a tear. A tear of the vine...
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Chapter 3. Old Tiflis
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Despite the fact that Niko’s parents worked tirelessly, the Pirosmanashvili family still lived half-starved, surviving on pitiful crumbs. There were days when they had nothing but bread and cheese. And when the latter was not found, bread with onions or with weak sour wine served as food — the bread was soaked in wine and so they ate...

The father, possessing remarkable strength and diligence, was interrupted by casual earnings. The mother and children actually worked as farmhands, and Niko himself tended calves and sheep. In a fierce battle for life, in the struggle against want and hunger, the family had to leave their native places and move to Shulaveri, a large village fifty versts south of Tiflis. Here, in the estate "Iveria", owned by a rich Tiflis landowner, Armenian Akhverd Kalantarov, Aslan was hired to take care of the vineyards.

The household in Shulaveri was run by Mr. Kalantarov's wife, an elderly and kind-hearted Eprosine-Khanum, with her numerous children — three daughters and three sons.

The hostess was generous and paid regularly, and it seemed that the life of the family had to get better in a new place. But misfortunes always come at the wrong time, inflicting their merciless blows in the back. The eldest son of Aslan and Tekle, Giorgi, died suddenly and unexpectedly. He had just turned fifteen. When this happened, Thekla, all in black, was struggling in bitter sobs, her head bowed low over the dead body, kept beating her chest and screaming at the top of her voice:

— Wai me, sheila! Gi-or-gi!

I almost went mad with great grief.

After burying her son, she remained inconsolable for a long time, because her misfortune was simply crushing.

Two years later, in the late autumn of 1870, my father died. He paid with death for his irrepressible diligence.

His mother also left after him. She, drying up from grief, and longing, left quietly and slowly. It seemed that after her son and husband lay down in this land, she did not want to walk on it anymore. At first, she stopped singing the lullaby "Iavnana" to her son before going to bed, then she stopped waiting for him at the gate, but only lay more and more in the house until she disappeared from sight forever.

The eldest of the children, Mariam, by that time had married some visiting surveyor named Alexi and left for the village of Ozaani next to Mirzaani. There she gave birth to a daughter, but, being in poor health from birth, she suddenly fell ill, and soon fell asleep, never to wake up again. She left this world, went down into a damp grave, and was reunited in the next world with her parents and brother.

There was a family and it is no longer there! So, from Aslan Pirosmanashvili's large and friendly family of six people, only two round orphans remained — a sister and a brother — Peputsa and Niko.

Relatives came from Mirzaani to decide the fate of the children. We sat down to gossip, drank a cup of good wine, grieved, and decided that Peputsa would return to his home in Mirzaani, where, under the supervision of relatives, he would do the housework. Niko will stay in Shulaveri, in the estate of the "important gentlemen" Kalantarovs, whose child will be both warm and satisfied.

"Stay here, Nikala. Aren't you having a good time here? — the elderly Eprosine-Khanum, hugging the boy, gently looked at him with her attentive and compassionate eyes. A kind word lived in her for everyone, and her soft, complacent nature made her a friend for anyone who only wanted it.

"Don't despair, shvilo-jan! The merciful Saint Giorgi has brought you to friends who will love you and will try to replace what you have lost. So your poor mother, Tekle, may God rest her soul, anticipating her imminent demise, asked me to take care of you so that we would become your family... That's what I said, they say, I entrust my Nikala first of all to God, and then to you, Eprosine-Khanum. What can I give you, son, to make you have fun?

"I want to draw, Eprosine—Khanum," he said, and tears welled up in his eyes.

— Don't call me "khanum", Nikala. Just say "Grandma." And don't cry, you're a man! Sheni chiri me!  We will bring you paints and paper from Tiflis, draw as much as you like!

That was settled. The kind woman kept the boy with her and took care of him as a native person.

Sometimes, in the evenings, Eprosine-khanum would sit down at an old card table with her adult daughter, and they would play some strange game with passion and without cheating. Carried away, they threw dice with such speed and excitement, shouted incomprehensible words: "chari-ek", "sheshu-besh", "charu-do", "dubara", "besh-dort", and so menacingly knocked the chips on the wooden, richly inlaid surface that the boy felt sorry for this an unfortunate board that steadfastly withstood such blows. Apparently, the daughter was constantly losing, because, discussing aloud each of her moves, she was annoyed that it was not played that way. The women argued and cursed loudly, until by chance Eprosine-khanum noticed Niko, who had been standing quietly behind her for a long time.

— Come here, son! — she said softly, seeing his curiosity. — What are you looking at? Are you interested? I'll teach you how to play if you want... this old game is called "backgammon", and I got it from my beloved grandmother Nectarine. She was a great expert in this matter! She could fight with any man, and I don't remember that she lost to anyone, even to the most worthy opponent. Here, look, these are "zari" — dice, — she began to show him white ivory cubes with black dots on them and explain the rules. Like, the goal of the game is to roll the dice and move the stones according to the points that have fallen out, go full circle on the board with them, go into your "house" and finally throw them over the board before the opponent does it ...

— And what are these words, grandma, that you say with a shout? — the boy asked with interest.

— These are numbers, Nikala. Different languages are mixed here — Indian, Persian, Turkish ...

— And why is it impossible to speak in an understandable language: "one-five", "four-three"?

— Uh, shvilo, that won't do! It would be unworthy, disrespectful to this ancient game... Yes, do not point your finger, counting the cells that the "stone" has passed. Watch me do it.  and she, theatrically portraying an eagle look on her kind face, covered the whole field with it and instantly threw the "stone" to the right place. — And do not think that the opponent does not follow the correctness of your moves, no matter how fast you do them. Even as follows!

Oh, he had a good life in this nice house in Shulaveri, where he first heard Armenian and Russian speech from the household. Here, from morning to evening, he was surrounded by comfort and warmth. And when night came, he would certainly dream of Kakheti, the blessed land of Georgia — picturesque mountains, harsh ancient monasteries and the kingdom of endless vineyards, in which by autumn, poured bunches were already hanging heavily from the climbing grapes, covered with dew at dawn, like tears, and ready to quench and intoxicate the thirsty with their juice. Under the sun, their purple berries became so transparent that hard bones could be seen through their thin skin.

He dreamed of his native village of Mirzaani, which stretches on a hill directly above the Alazani Valley, with its endless fields and flocks of sheep grazing on them, a village yard, their screaming cock Mamalo and a pockmarked chicken with fluffy chickens. I dreamed of an emaciated mother standing at the gate waiting for her son. And that girl in a yellow hat — Iamze — with a cheerful balloon in her hands, which his soul liked so much...
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