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  Georgia through Earth, Fire, Air and Water presents a wonderful way of getting acquainted with the country’s rich culture and traditions. This book is for those who are keen to discover a rich diversity of myths and legends interwoven with history, and are eager to explore and reflect on the powerful messages each myth carries.




  Neli Kukhaleishvili, teacher trainer and Head of the Batumi branch of ETAG (English Teachers’ Association of Georgia)






  Michael Berman has produced a fine collection of stories from a part of the world that deserves to be better known for its rich culture. The stories cover a wide range of topics, and make an important contribution to our understanding in the West of this treasure store of European culture.




  Professor David Hunt, formerly of London Southbank University - author and translator


  





  From my own pedagogical perspective, Georgia through Earth, Fire, Air and Water is a rich and varied source of inspiration for classroom activities and teacher reflection. Reading these tales of Georgia, and the Caucuses. students will love and learn from the vibrant cultural heritage of a fascinating region.




  Wayne Rimmer PhD, Director of Studies, International House Moscow






  Michael Berman’s gift to the reader is a personal melding of myth and originality, making these wise stories fresh and interesting. Myth and fable hold the tradition of great wisdom, taught and heard with expectancy, and their enjoyment is made deeper by their connection to our ancestors.
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Introduction






  Despite being located on the extreme eastern boundary of Europe, and having been frequently conquered by invading people from Asia, including Arabs, Turks, Persians, Mongols, and more recently Russians, Georgians still regard themselves very much as Europeans and it is to becoming a future member state of the EU that the majority of the people now aspire.




  As for the traditional folk-tales from the region, generally speaking, you will find that one of their main characteristics is that they are packed with action:





  Whilst a written, “literary” novel or short story might devote paragraphs to descriptions of people or places, these tales usually settle for an adjective or two; “a thick impassable forest”, “a handsome stately man”, or a formula such as “not-seen-beneath-the-sun beauty”. Many of the heroes and heroines do not even have names (Hunt, 1999, p.8).





  This book focuses in particular on those stories associated with the four elements, how they invariably interact with, and affect one another, and introduces some tales which have never been translated direct from Georgian into English before. M.B.





  * * *





  Occupying a strategically significant place in the Caucasus, Georgia has always played the function of an important bridge between Asia and Europe incorporating the features of both. This is reflected in the culture of Georgia – its customs, lifestyle, mentality and, of course, the folklore, which, as known, means ‘the wisdom of people’ and reflects all the stages of a person’s development, starting from the lullaby first sung by other and tongue twisters learnt perhaps at home or in school, and finishing with the final burial rites. In addition to this, Georgian folklore, like the folklore of other nations, reflects the fundamental and deep-rooted attitudes of the Georgian people to the world, and the place and function of a man in the universe. Kiknadze (2008) argues convincingly that each mythological text, by definition, is of cosmogenic character and contains at least one, if not more, of the mythologemes on which narration is based. For instance, in the world mythos, the following mythologemes are singled out: (i) the mythologeme narrative of separating the earth and the sky; (ii) the mythologeme of the interrelationship between and the inseparability of the earth and the sky; (iii) the mythologeme of the middle of the earth, which is connected to the previous mythologeme (ii); (iv) the mythologeme of the eternal spring (paradise); (v) the mythologeme of the final return of the hero to their native country; (vi) the mythologeme of the rebirth of the hero; (vii) the mythologeme of the dragon.




  In Georgian mythology the inseparable connection between the earth and the sky is symbolized by the axis of the universe which appears as a huge mountain, tree, ladder, chain or any other vertical object which can link the earth and the sky. It is also argued that for the Georgian mythos one of the primary mythologemes is the battle between chaos and cosmos, which is transformed into the opposition between the dragon (water) and the ox (the earth). As well as this, the ox can be looked on as the master of the earth and the most important animal in the life of a Georgian as a farmer (compare the etymology of the word ‘Georgia’).




  This book is about the Georgian mythos, with particular emphasis on the four main elements of the cosmos – the earth, fire, air, and water. Though for the sake of the overall plan of the book, the material has been organized into four main sections, the way in which the elements interact will of course be considered too, as they are in this poem:


  





  I also was St. George




  I also was St. Georgi,




  Attached to the sky by a gold chain,




  Bermukha, an old oak, was rooted in the earth




  And I climbed it by a ladder




  And thus I took




  The gifts and sacrifices from my countrymen




  To our God.





  - Anonymous (translated by Manana Rusieshvili)





  * * *





  As one of the features of this collection is the fact that a number of the stories have been translated direct from Georgian into English for the very first time, rather than through Russian which has been the case in the past, we thought it might be of interest at this point to include some information on the Georgian Alphabet and the history of the Georgian language.




  Georgian belongs to a group of languages spoken in the Caucasus region which does not contain members of any language families spoken elsewhere in the world. Caucasian languages, spoken by some nine million people, are divided into three subgroups: the South Caucasian, or Kartvelian family to which Georgian belongs; the Northwest Caucasian, or Abkhaz-Adyghe languages; and the Northeast Caucasian, or Nakh-Dagestanian languages. In spite of their great diversity, most Caucasian languages have in common large consonant inventories; in some languages the number of consonants distinguished approaches 80. Those Caucasian languages with standard written forms employ the Cyrillic alphabet, with the prominent exception of Georgian.




  The Georgian alphabet is the writing system used in Georgian and other Kartvelian languages (Svanian and Mingrelian).




  The word meaning “alphabet,” Georgian ანბანი, is derived from the first letters of the first two letters of each of the three Georgian alphabets. The three alphabets look very dissimilar to one another but share the same alphabetic order and letter names. The alphabets may be seen mixed to some extent, though in Georgian there is normally no distinction between upper and lower case in any of the alphabets.




  Writing of the Georgian language has progressed through three forms, known by their Georgian names: Asomtavruli, Nuskhuri, and, khedruli. They have always been distinct alphabets, even though they have been used together to write the same languages, and even though these alphabets share the same letter names. Although the most recent alphabet, Mkhedruli, contains more letters than the two historical ones, those extra letters are no longer needed for writing modern Georgian.




  The Georgian kingdom of Iberia was converted to Christianity as early as the 330s AD. Most scholars believe that the first Old Georgian alphabet was modelled upon the Greek alphabet. The alphabet made it easier for the Georgians of that period to read religious scripture. This happened in the 4th or 5th century, not long after the conversion. The oldest uncontested example of Georgian writing is an Asomtavruli inscription from 430 AD in a church in Bethlehem.




  Georgian historical tradition attributes the invention of the Georgian alphabet to one of the kings, Parnavaz I of Iberia in the 3rd century BC. Examples of the earliest alphabet, Asomtavruli (also known as Mrgvlovani), are still preserved in monumental inscriptions such as those of the Georgian church in Bethlehem (near Jerusalem 430 AD) and the church of Bolnisi Sioni near Tbilisi (4th-5th centuries). The Nuskhuri (ნუსხური “minuscule, lowercase”) alphabet first appeared in the 9th century. It was mostly used in ecclesiastical works. Nuskhuri is related to the word nuskha (ნუსხა “inventory, schedule”). The currently used alphabet, called Mkhedruli (ხედრული, “cavalry” or “military”), first appeared in the 11th century. It was used for non-religious purposes up until the eighteenth century, when it completely replaced the Khutsuri style (that used the two previous alphabets). Mkhedruli is related to mkhedari (მხედარი, “horseman”, “knight”, or “warrior”); Khutsuri is related to khutsesi (ხუცესი, “elder” or “priest”).




  Georgian shared a common ancestral language with Svan and Mingrelian/Laz in the first millennium BC. Based on the degree of change, linguists (e.g. Klimov, T. Gamkrelidze, G. Machavariani) believe that the earliest split occurred in the second millennium BC or earlier, separating Svan from the other languages. Mingrelian and Laz separated from Georgian roughly a thousand years later.




  The earliest allusion to spoken Georgian may be a passage of the Roman Grammarian Marcus Cornelius Fronto in the 2nd century AD: Fronto imagines the Iberians addressing the emperor Marcus Aurelius in their incomprehensible tongue.




  The evolution of Georgian into a written language was a consequence of the conversion of the Georgian elite to Christianity in the mid-4th century. The new literary language was constructed on an already well-established cultural infrastructure of the functions, conventions, and status of Aramaic, the literary language of pagan Georgia and the new national religion. The first Georgian texts are inscriptions and palimpsests dating back to the 5th century.




  Georgian has a rich literary tradition. The oldest surviving literary work in Georgian is the “Martyrdom of the Holy Queen Shushanik” (Tsamebay tsmidisa Shushanikisi dedoplisay) by Iakob Tsurtaveli, from the 5th century AD. The Georgian national epic, “The Knight in the Panther’s Skin” (Vepkhistkaosani), by Shota Rustaveli, dates from the 12th century.




  Reference: Hunt, D.G. (1999) Georgian Folk Tales, complied and translated into Russian by N.L. Dolidze, and from Russian into English by D.G. Hunt, Tbilisi, Merani Publishing House.





  The Front Cover




  The cover image is a file from the Wikimedia Commons. Information from its description page there is shown below. Commons is a freely licensed media file repository. A plague, on which is represented St. George rescuing the emperor’s daughter. 15th century. In the past it belonged to the Botkin’s collection, but was returned to Georgia in 1923. This is a faithful photographic reproduction of an original two-dimensional work of art. The work of art itself is in the public domain for the following reason: This image is in the public domain because its copyright has expired. This applies to Australia, the European Union and those countries with a copyright term of life of the author plus 70 years.
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  Michael Berman works as a teacher and a writer. Publications include The Power of Metaphor for Crown House, The Nature of Shamanism and the Shamanic Story for Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Shamanic Journeys through the Caucasus for O-Books, Journeys Outside Time for Pendraig Publishing, Tales of Power and To and From the Land of the Dead for Lear Books, and Sacred Mountains for Mandrake. For more information please visit www.Thestoryteller.org.uk





  Manana Rusieshvili is a Full Professor and the Head of English Philology at Tbilisi State University. She is also the President of the English Teachers Association of Georgia (ETAG). Her research interests include pragmatics and sociolinguistics and she has published more than 40 articles, several textbooks and a monograph on semantics and pragmatics of Proverbs. Manana is also a teacher trainer approved by British Council and acts as an advisor to the Ministry of Education of Georgia and to the Tbilisi Municipal Government.




  Ketevan Kalandadze is a teacher of Georgian as a Foreign Language, a translator, a founder of the Georgians Abroad Project (GAP), and a committee member of the British-Georgian Society. As if this was not enough, she also promotes both visual and performing artists from Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and the other independent states in the region, as well as artists from those countries now resident in the UK. Ketevan hopes that activities such as these will serve as a bridge between the Caucasus and the UK, helping to develop an appreciation of the rich, though relatively untapped, cultural heritage of the land where she was born.




  Sometimes it seems to us mere mortals that there is little logic in this world we are born into, but what do we know? This is surely what this cautionary tale is all about. And although we may curse the seemingly adverse effects the elements may have on us at times, there is always a reason to be found for the apparent senselessness of it all:




  The Hermit Philosopher




  THERE was once a wise man who loved solitude, and dwelt far away from other men, meditating on the vanities of the world. He spent nearly all his time in the open air, and he could easily do this, for he lived in a lovely southern land where there is no winter and but little rain. As he wandered once among the verdure of his garden, the sage stopped before an aged walnut tree covered with ripening nuts, and said: “Why is there such a strange want of symmetry in nature? Here, for instance, is a walnut tree a hundred years old, hiding its top in the clouds, and yet how small is its fruit: itself it grows from year to year, but its fruit is always of the same size. Now, on the beds at the foot of the tree there grow great pumpkins and melons on very small creeping plants. It would be more fitting if the pumpkins grew on the walnut trees and the walnuts on the pumpkin beds. Why this want of symmetry in nature?” The sage thought deeply on the subject, and walked in the garden for a long time, till at last he felt sleepy. He lay down under the shady walnut tree, and was soon slumbering peacefully. In a short time, he felt a slight blow on the face, then a second, and then a third. As he opened his eyes, a ripe walnut fell on his nose. The sage leaped to his feet, and said: “Now I understand the secret of nature. If this tree had borne melons or pumpkins, my head would have been broken. Henceforth let no one presume to find fault with Providence!”


  





  Taken from Georgian Folk Tales, by Marjory Wardrop [1894], at www.sacred-texts.com Published by David Nutt in the Strand, London [1894]. Scanned, proofed and formatted at sacred-texts.com, July 2006, by John Bruno Hare. This text is in the public domain in the United States because it was published prior to 1923.




  This story comes from a short collection of folk tales from the nation of Georgia by Marjorie Wardrop, who also translated the Georgian author Rustaveli’s The Man in the Panther’s Skin. Although many of the motifs of these stories are also found in European folklore, there are characters and plot elements which localize them in the central Asian area.





  * * *




  




  What follows is an alternative version from the Caucasus of the same tale. Many teaching stories come from Sufi sources and are about a character called Mullah Nasrudin. Although several nations claim the Mullah as their own, like all mythological characters he belongs to everyone. The Mullah is a wise fool and his stories have many meanings on multiple levels of reality. The stories show that things are not always as they appear and often logic fails us.




  Walnuts and Pumpkins




  Nasrudin Hodja was lying in the shade of an ancient walnut tree. His body was at rest, but, befitting his calling as an imam, his mind did not relax. Looking up into the mighty tree he considered the greatness and wisdom of Allah.




  “Allah is great and Allah is good,” said the Hodja, “but was it indeed wise that such a great tree as this be created to bear only tiny walnuts as fruit? Behold the stout stem and strong limbs. They could easily carry the pumpkins that grow from spindly vines in yonder field, vines that cannot begin to bear the weight of their own fruit. Should not walnuts grow on weakly vines and pumpkins on sturdy trees?”




  So thinking, the Hodja dozed off, only to be awakened by a walnut that fell from the tree, striking him on his forehead.




  “Allah be praised!” he exclaimed, seeing what had happened. “If the world had been created according to my meagre wisdom, it would have been a pumpkin that fell from the tree and hit me on the head. It would have killed me for sure! Allah is great! Allah is good! Allah is wise!”




  Never again did Nasrudin Hodja question the wisdom of Allah.




  The Earth demands its Own




  Once, in one of the villages of Georgia, there lived a widow. She had only one son who often asked why he did not have a father when all of his friends had dads. He used to question his mother: “Mum, Mum, if all of my friends have fathers, then why don’t I? Where is my dad?”




  “He is dead, my son!” Mum used to answer.




  “Does that mean that he will never return? What is Death?” The boy would ask.




  “No, my son, he will not come; We will go to him. Nobody can escape Death! One day we will all become the Earth when we die!”




  “I did not ask God to bring me into this world! Why should I die if I do not want to?” asked the son. “I must find some place where there is no Death!”




  Mum tried a lot to make him change his mind, but in vain!




  The son travelled all over the world. Wherever he went, he asked if there was Death in that country. And the only reply he got everywhere was that yes, Death was known to everybody there.




  The boy became very sad as he started to realize that there was not a single place on this Earth where there would be no Death! Time passed quickly and the boy became twenty years old.




  Once, while walking in a vast field he came across a deer who had huge antlers branching up to the sky. The boy approached the deer and asked:




  “May you always be blessed! Do you know any place unknown to Death?”




  The deer answered:




  “I am close to God and always follow his will. I will live until my antlers reach the Sky. As soon as this happens I will die! If you want to stay with me, you may do so and you will also live with me.”




  The boy said: “If I live, I should live forever! If I still have to die, why bother and travel so far?”




  The boy continued his way past the fields, valleys and rocky hills. Finally, he arrived in a gorge in which the cliffs were so deep that one could not see its bottom. On the edge of the gorge sat a raven and time after time, it made a mess into the gorge. This raven was also following God’s will.




  The boy asked the raven if he knew a place in this Universe where Death was unknown to anyone.




  The raven replied:




  “God has ordered me to live until I fill up this gorge with my mess. If you wish, you can stay with me and you will also live till that time. Don’t worry! You will be taken good care of and will not have to worry about anything.”




  The boy looked into the gorge but, in spite of it being huge and deep, he still thought that it was not big enough! Something hidden in his mind was urging him to move further!




  So, the boy left the raven, walked past the land and reached the seashore. As he could not find a shallow place to cross the sea, he strolled up and down the shore for two days. When the third day came, he suddenly noticed something like a mirror sparkling from somewhere very far away! The boy walked in that direction and, when he came closer, he saw that what he had thought of as the sparkling thing, was actually a house made of crystal!




  The boy was not able to find a door to the house. In the end, he noticed a little gap in the glass. He came closer and there it was – the door! He opened it and entered the room and lo! In the room there was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen – she was so beautiful that even the Sun would be jealous of her beauty.




  The boy asked the girl: - “Beauty, I am running away from Death. Do you by chance know any place where nobody knows of him?”




  The girl answered him: “There is nowhere without Death.




  Stay here and be happy with me!”




  But the boy replied that he did not mean to stay with her and the only thing he wished was to find the place without Death.




  The girl said: “The Earth demands its own, and you would not like to live eternally!” Then she asked him how old she looked. The boy looked at her beautiful figure, cheeks like rose petals and forgot all about Death.




  “You look about fifteen.”




  “No, I was born together with the World. My name is Beauty and will never grow old. Neither will I die. You could stay with me but alas! The Earth will demand you anyway.”




  The boy promised her that he would never leave her. They started living together and found great happiness.




  Years flew away like minutes. A lot of things changed, the Earth changed, many died and many were born. This was known to everybody but the boy, who did not even notice how time flew. The girl was beautiful as always and the boy was equally handsome and young.




  After a thousand years the boy suddenly realized that he was missing his country and longed to see his mother and relatives. He told the girl he had to go and see his mum and relatives once again.




  Beauty did not want to let him go. She kept repeating that all of those people had been dead for centuries and he would not be able to see even their bones.




  The boy replied: “What! This cannot be true! I have been here for only three or four days – how could they have all died?!”




  The girl replied: “I have told you that the Earth would demand its own! All right, you can go but afterwards, blame yourself!”




  Anyway, she gave him three apples and added that he should eat them when he got there.




  The boy set off. While walking back he saw the familiar places. There was the gorge and the bottomless pit! The raven had died and was sitting all dried-up on the edge of the gorge full of his mess. The boy was devastated and recalled the girl’s words. He wanted to go back but Fate did not let him do so. He went forward, passed the cliffs and found himself in the valley; he continued his way and what did he see? The deer had died as well, leaning with his antlers against the sky. Now, he was sure that a lot of time had passed. Still, he continued on his way to his motherland. When he got there, he was not able to find anyone alive that he knew when he was a child. He asked for his mum but nobody had even heard about her.




  In the end, he came across one old man. The boy asked him about his mum and himself but the old man could not even believe him as he had heard that the story had happened thousands years before.




  The people could not believe that he was alive and the rumour spread that the boy was sent from the other world. A lot of people followed him all wanting to talk to him. Finally, the boy reached the place where their house used to stand and what he saw were only the ruins of his childhood shelter grown over with yellow moss.




  The boy recalled his mum, his childhood and grew so sad! In the end he remembered the apples and ate one of them. He did so and in just a minute his beard grew to his waist like moss, ate the second one and felt weakness in his knees. He could not even move. The boy hated himself for being so weak and dumb. Suddenly, he saw a little boy running around and called him over:




  “Hey, boy! Can you help me to take an apple from my pocket?”




  The boy did so. As soon as the old man had eaten it, he died. He was buried as a beggar by the village.


  





  Translated from Georgian by Professor Manana Rusieshvili of Tbilisi State University, and edited by Michael Berman.




  Insert picture here: A detail from St. George and the Dragon showing the dragon’s head. Source: Cassell, Petter, Galpin & Co.: “Magazine of Art Illustrated” (1878) Status: out of copyright (called public domain in the USA), hence royalty-free stock image for all purposes.




  




  What the Earth means to Georgians




  Just after God created the earth, he called all the peoples and nations to assemble on a certain day, so each could be presented with a homeland. All the nations dutifully showed up, except the Georgians. God parcelled out a piece of the earth to each nation, and then, weary from the task, he started home. On the way he came across the Georgians, sitting on the grass under a tree, drinking wine and singing.




  “Why didn’t you come to the Giving of the Homelands?” God asked. “Now you have none for yourselves.”




  The Georgians were crestfallen. “We’re sorry, God,” they said. “We were on our way, but we were so impressed by the beauty of this world that we stopped to drink a toast to the grass and the trees. Then we drank toasts to the sun and to the blue waters and to the high mountains. In fact we spent the whole day here, singing and drinking to the loveliness of your creation.”




  God was touched. “Well,” he said, “there is still one little piece of earth left, the most beautiful of all. I was saving it for myself. But since you know so well how to appreciate it, you shall have it, and it shall be called Georgia.”





  * * *




  




  They say that God works in mysterious ways, and he/she certainly seems to do so in the tale that follows, or is it we ourselves who do? I will leave it to you, the reader, to decide:




  The Field of Salt




  The village of Lahitsch lies in the mountains far from any town, and so the villagers are often in need of various things, and particularly of salt. In order to remedy this misfortune, two of the villagers – two brothers – made up their minds to sow salt, then they would never again need to go to town for salt, and they could perhaps make money by selling it as well. No sooner said than done. A large field was sown with salt. When spring came, it lay there black and naked while all the fields around it were green and fertile.




  “Why in the world does our salt not come up?” said one of the brothers to the other: “perhaps someone has stolen it from us. We will look and see.” And so they wandered away down to their field of salt, and found there a great swarm of flies of the kind generally to be met with on saltish ground.




  “There we are! They have eaten up our salt! Shoot them dead, shoot them dead!” And a tremendous firing began.




  When they were tired of shooting, they sat down to rest and have a bite of food. The flies came round them, and one, who was very bold, sat on the brow of one of the brothers. “Sit quite quiet, without moving,” the other brother told him. He took his gun, aimed carefully and shot the fly quite dead.





  Taken from Caucasian Folk-tales: Selected and Translated from the originals by Adolf Dirr. Translated into English by Lucy Menzies. 1925 London & Toronto J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd.





  In Communist times in Georgia everyone automatically had a job and nobody needed to go in search of one. However, since the fall of Communism and the establishment of the independent Republic of Georgia, the enormous changes that are being experienced have taken the older generation by surprise and they are still finding it hard to come to terms with them. To take full advantage of the newly established freedom, those same people now need to be pro-active, perhaps for the very first time, for it is a skill they never needed to develop before. While the new generation are finding it easier to adapt, the older are really struggling, and this story carries a message for them – that your fate is very much in your own hands now, and if you’re willing to work the earth, then it will bear fruit for you. However, if you are not prepared to take control of your life, then the victim of circumstance that you believe you are today is what you will always be:





  The story is an adaptation of the version of Fortune translated from the Russian by D. G. Hunt that can found in Dolidze, N.I. (1999) Georgian Folk Tales, Tbilisi: Merani Publishing House. Professor Hunt has translated numerous folktales from the Caucasus, and we are greatly indebted to him for donating so much of his work to the British Library, thereby making it more widely available.




  




  Fortune




  It happened or it did not happen – in a certain land there lived a cattle-breeder. He was honest, hardworking, and he never offended anybody. All his animals grazed contentedly without being watched, and neither beast nor man hurt them, since he had no enemies.




  In that same land lived a certain lazybones and idler. He did not do anything. While others were working, he was sleeping, so that he lived in poverty and only blamed it on his fate.




  So one day that cattle-breeder met him. He greeted the poor man and asked, “How’s life with you, friend?”




  “What sort of life do I have?” he began to moan and groan, “I’m dying of hunger”.




  “Let’s go to my place”, said the cattle-breeder. “Work for me for a year and I’ll give you a pair of good oxen. Then you can plough and sow your own field, and you’ll be satisfied”.




  The idler thought, “Why work for him to overstrain myself for a pair of oxen? I might as well help myself and just take whatever I want. They say that the cattle even graze without being watched; so who’s going to stop me?”




  He climbed into the mountains, and he saw the cattle scattered across the land, but of herdsmen, there was none. He looked at this wealth, and his heart became just sick with envy. He had just got close when suddenly something began to ring, and all the animals started to run to the other side of the meadow where they gathered together in one place.




  The idler also approached. He saw, standing in the middle of the cattle, a tiny little man. And the cows and sheep were gathered all around him. Some licked his face, some his hand, and he caressed them and stroked their hair.
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