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As any Georgian can tell you, probably, once, quite recently, perhaps even now, there existed in the mountains of Georgia a special kind of private romantic liaison.  In the mountain region of Khevsureti these romantic practices are called stsorproba, similar practices in the mountains of Pshavi are called tsatsloba.  I have summarized some relevant ethnographic definitions and details on the handout (Handout 1).   These practices, which I will mostly just call ‘romance’, involve romantic liaisons between boys and girls from the same village who are specifically unable to marry one another. These romantic practices are specifically NOT a form of premarital courtship, and in fact seem specifically opposed to marriage so much that they have been dubbed ‘anti-marriage’ (Handout 2).  Rather, they seem to have a good deal in common with sworn brother-sister relations, from which they derive a certain amount of terminology and ritual apparatus, all of which I have summarized schematically on the handout (Handout 3).  

Anyway, as I was saying, ask any Georgian and you will learn that these romantic practices apparently used to take place until recently among mountain groups like the Pshav-Khevsurs, a group of mountain Georgians who are usually imagined as instantiating all that is best and purest about Georgian traditional ethnographic life.   The Pshav-Khevsurs are the chivalric knights and romantic troubadors of Georgian tradition, and the public imagination of their private romantic life is equally chivalric, which is to say, chaste.  I mention this up front because the actual ethnographic details indicate considerably more carnality was involved, the local word for it is not ‘love’, but ‘desire’, after all. Therefore, the private romantic life of the mountains is also somewhat scandalous, perhaps adding a more lurid private dimension to its public allure.  For example, romance and marriage are completely opposed to each other for Pshav-Khevsurs, for whom there is simply no such thing as romantic pre-marital courtship.  Worse, having multiple romantic partners is a source of great public prestige for women especially.  Lastly, this so scandalous that it is usually vociferously denied, prohibitions regarding ‘sex’ (vaginal penetration) and ‘virginity’ that are supposedly shared by all Georgians are simply a non-issue for the Pshav-Khevsurs.  
But to talk about the private romantic life of these people, we need to first establish how it became a matter of public discussion in general?   Why do I know intimate details of this one group, where I haven’t even the foggiest idea what anyone else in Georgia does in their private intimate life.  I also need to talk, if briefly, about the way this prurient interest, mediated by salacious novels, romantic poems and films in the socialist period, slides into a kind of ethnographically licensed voyeurism, the making public of privates, ethnographic materials for an indigenous pornography. 
People probably make out and have sex out of wedlock all over Georgia.  I don’t know. It’s just a suspicion.  It’s not something you talk about.  Except when it happens in Pshavi and Khevsureti, the home of all that is best and purest about Georgian traditional life.  Then these local private practices become a matter of national public imagining.  There are two kinds of public stories told about these private practices, one aligning them with platonic love and chivalry, the other with heavy petting and salacious fantasies grounded in sexual frustration.  Interestingly, both versions of the story insist that, whatever else they may happen to do, mountain girls remain virgins til marriage.
Sometimes these two discourses, romantic and pornographic, sublime and depraved, are encountered laminated together.  In 2006 I am sitting in a public restaurant of socialist vintage, an unwilling guest of some Svans mountaindwellers, acquaintances of a friend.  I am staring down a large glass of putrid vodka that I need to drink, it’s obligatory, while drunken disjointed conversations ebb and flow around me.  The whole tenor of the proceedings, the foul drink and the obligation to drink it, the even fouler food, the locale, seems designed to remind me of the early postsocialist period.  Certainly, everyone present was of that vintage.  One Svan, rehearsing a conversational gambit I hadn’t heard since 1993, listed all the American authors he had read, and asked me whether I had read any of them.  I confessed that William Saroyan, J. D. Salinger, and assorted others from the late socialist canon of American lit were not my favorites.  In drunken triumph, he announced, “See?! You are not cultured, you do not even know your own culture, let alone ours, while we have read your great geniuses!”   I allowed that I was a notoriously uncultured barbarian, which seemed to satisfy him.  The man to my left, who we will call Mgela or “Wolfie”, got us somehow on the topic of the other mountaindwellers of Georgia, the Khevsurs, specifically romance.  It might help to remember that the Svans are the mountaindwellers who instantiate all that is dark, frightening, barbaric and stupid about rural people, and particularly mountaindwellers, they are the butt of anecdotes of legendary stupidity.  Thus the Svans are quite the opposite of the Khevsurs, who are imagined as chilvalric, poetic, romantic.  Perhaps inspired by the obligation to say a toast to love, his topic was Khevsur romantic traditions, with a sly drunken grin he said: “You know, there the boys and the girls lie together, with a sword between them, you see, so that nothing happens.”  He leers and leans closer, as he slyly explains why Svans, compared to the Khevsurs, are as not as stupid as people think.  If he, a Svan, were lying next to a Khevsur girl, he would just take the sword, toss it aside, and get down to business!  QED.
 The whole chivalric thing about the sword as a guarantee of chastity, I was wondering where I first saw that.  I wracked my brain, because it was nowhere in the ethnographic materials, and I couldn’t remember where I heard it first.  Days later I remembered that it was from Tristan and Isolde!  The way that Khevsur traditions seem to accrete chivalric details like swords lying between chaste lovers illustrates the first romanticizing tendency, the creepy drunken Svan guy tossing these imaginary swords into the corner of the Khevsur hut illustrates the second perverted tendency, in the public reception of Khevsur romance.  And so Khevsur private life, made to public national tradition, can again inform private fantasies.  

This two-sided public reception of Khevsur privates was quite widespread in late socialism.  On the one hand, there were chaste films about the romance of mountain life and mountaineer romance from the 1960s on, films like ‘Ballad of the Khevsurs’ and ‘A Meeting in the Mountains’ (Figure 1).  These popular socialist films rewrote the rules of indigenous romance to fit the socialist marital format. In these films mountain romance, minus the heavy petting, is imagined as part of premarital courtship.  These films illustrate the somewhat embarrassed public reception of Khevsur romance, which strives to purify it of private carnality, seeking to see behind this carnal expression of straightforward desire chaste sublimated forms of platonic Eros, Medieval chivalric love and its Eastern equivalent, and even a celebration of the mystery of Edenic love between Adam and Eve.  This is the tradition that brought the chaste Sword of Tristan and Isolde from Europe and placed it between the Pshav-Khevsur lovers.
On the other side, there is the creepy drunken Svan guy who shows that, maybe, the Khevsurs aren’t so smart and the Svans aren’t so dumb after all: maybe all you need to do, if you are REALLY clever, is chuck the sword aside and get down to business. This Svan guy was not alone.  According to friends of the same generation as this man, the generally somewhat impoverished repertoire of erotic and pornographic representations of late socialism included not only the usual late socialist prized western imports of Playboy magazines and porno videos, but also indigenous forms of ethnographic  eroticism, mediated by pseudo-ethnographic novels, sort of the local equivalent of appropriating National Geographic as porn, which included fantasies about some place in Georgia, where sexual liberties of various kinds were possible.  The Khevsurs become libertines for whom anything is possible, except vaginal sex: Khevsur romance becomes an absolute inversion of Georgian normative sexual expression.  One of my friends from this generation explained it as follows (using the Pshavian word tsatsali for the romantic partners and the practices they engage in): 
I remember really well, that my classmate Temo, when we were like 14-5 years old, that would be 1980-1, drew our attention to one episode from Mikhail Javakhishvili’s novel ‘White Necklace’, where, if my memory serves, the main hero (who is the narrator) says: “That night my tsatsali (local sexual partner) so tsatsaled me, that the second day I couldn’t stand up straight.”  Temo’s interpretation of this passage was “You see, that is, either she gave him a hand job or took it in the mouth”.   From this I and my classmates soon came to the conclusion, that in reality there was much more sexual liberty in the mountains, that there anal and oral sex and so on was a normal activity, that the activity of being a tsatsali, tsatsloba, refers precisely to these kinds of activities, that so called legends, that the tsatsals place a sword between them, are simply lies.  I and my classmates were not alone in having these notions, many people of my age and older have expressed similar ideas.  
To find the source of this pervie schoolyard fantasy we first need to ask how is it that such intimate details of local mountain life ever got to be a matter of public knowledge?  The ethnographers who diverted this local stream of mountaineer modernity into the pool of the national past were themselves often modernized mountaineers, a strange ethnographic circle of Khevsurs who were exiled from their home community PRECISELY for violating the absolute ban on marriage between romantic partners.  These exiled Khevsurs were recruited as local ethnographers, and became the center of a Georgian ethnographic circle working on mountain ethnography in the 1920-30s.  These insider accounts give us a uniquely intimate picture of local traditions of romance, they are complimented from other accounts from the inside, specifically a large corpus of private love poetry primarily written by girls.  The local economy of love is a minor, subaltern private sphere of circulation (called the axaluxali) in which the agents are girls, in which stolen bottles of vodka, love poems, and crushes forms a private sphere, or indigenous counterpublic, opposed to the indigenous public ritual sphere (called the jari) mediated by ritual beverages like beer and epic poetry in which older men represent the community as a whole, and from which women are excluded (handout 4).   
To conclude this paper I want to consider one fragment of this subaltern economy of romance, a poem composed by the Pshavian poetess Khvaramze (who lived circa 1840-1890), whose life was characterized by a tragic inability to be near, to touch, her beloved.  In this respect, of course, she was not unique, for all Pshav-Khevsur romance is doomed to be ended by exogamous marriage to strangers.  This poem was transcribed and retranscribed many times in the 19th century, moving from indigenous oral public to national print public.  My interest in it is how Khvaramze casts her private romantic tragedy into an indigenous cosmological language of publicness. She does this by using the cosmological associations of silver with masculinity and publicness, seeking to be transformed into a series of silver objects, then other objects associated with men, and finally, a man, in order to fantasize a way to become physically close to her lover, to allow her private romance to be realized in public. 
The Pshav-Khevsurs are rigid dualists in their cosmology, everything, it seems, is a reflex of a dual creation which rigidly separates masculine from feminine, divine from demonic.  Importantly, since women are in general excluded from centrally participating in shrine rituals, in which men drink together from silver cups, it follows that romance is more or less excluded from public, ritual life, with many caveats.  This public masculine sphere of ritual life is represented by silver.  Silver is the metal of divinity, of masculine publicity.  Everything points to this: The ritual cups from which the men drink are silver, men constitute public oaths of sworn brotherhood to one another by drinking tiny amounts of that metal, large items of silver represent public wealth of divinities and cannot represent ‘private wealth’ except for personal adornment.  Silver is the metal of male divinity and the masculinity of publics: an analogy is revealed between the way men are referred to as ‘silver buttons’ in the secret language of the shrine divinities, and the way the silver cups representing the shrine god are decorated with actual silver buttons (figure 2): Just as the flag or silver cups that represents the divinity are decorated with actual silver buttons, so too the men of the community are tied to the shrine, and in turn men wear silver buttons as personal decorations.  The men of the community partake of a single substance with the shrine divinity. This shared substance appears to be silver.  Silver is the metal of masculine public solidarity, it is a substantial incorporated ‘representative’ publicness in Habermas’ sense, publicness as incorporated attribute which allows some members to ‘represent’ the whole community before that whole community and to other external communities.
Silver is not only metaphorically associated with masculinity, but also metonymically, for men both wear silver items, especially silver buttons, and are allowed to come into physical proximity, to touch, silver objects of the shrine, as when drinking ritually from a silver cup.  In her poem ‘Let me be turned into a silver cup’, the Pshavian poetess Khvaramze  fantasizes being transformed into a series of objects of silver and gold in order to be able to be always close to her beloved, from whom she is physically estranged: she wishes to be a silver cup (such as is used by men only at a shrine), a silver ring, and a ‘gold ball’ (okros burtvai) the very term used in the secret language of the gods to mean ‘man’, and silver money, all objects of silver or gold.

Vercxlis tasadamc makcia,

Let me be turned into a silver cup

Ro ghvinit agevsebodi,


That I would be filled with wine for you

Daperili mkna ts’itlada,


Let me be burnished redly,

Shamsvamdi, shagergebodi,

You would drink me, it would befit you,

An mkna vercxlis satite,


Or make me into a silver ring,

Ro xelze chagedebodi;


That you would wear me on your hand,

Ana mkna okros burtvai
,

Or make me into a golden ball

K’altashi chageshlebodi
;

In your lap I would lie;

An vercxlis pulad makcia

Or let me be turned into silver money

Jibshi chageqrebodi!


I would collect in your pocket!

All of these things are objects that will bring her physically close to her lover, but they are also all made of silver, the metal metaphorically associated with men. 
An sheni namglis qana mkna,

Or make me a field for your sickle,

Ro pxaze shagech’rebodi;

That I might be cut on your blade;

Ana mkna vardi qoili,


Or make me a rose flower, 

Ro p’irze dageqrebodi;

That I might be strewn on your face;

Ana mkna mois p’erangi,

Or make me a silken shirt, 
Ro gulze dagadnebodi!

That I might be worn out on your chest!

An sheni dzma mkna mots’ile,

Or make me into your brother, by your side

Arodes dageqrebodi;


I would never abandon you;

An sheni nandauri mkna,

Or make me your lover,

Guls javrad chagech’rebodi!

I would cut you painfully in the heart!

Dzalian dats’ukhebuli


Filled with longing

Gzazedamc shageqrebodi

Let me meet you on the road.

 The insistent use of objects of silver and gold, metaphoric masculinity, in the first stanza leads to a series of other wishes for transformation in a second stanza, into objects associated metonymically with her lover: a field to be cut by his scythe, a rose for him to smell, a silk shirt for him to wear and wear out.  Finally, moving from metaphoric and metonymic masculinity to identity, from inanimate objects to animate, she wishes, as she does in other poems, simply to become a man, his brother, and then, more daringly, his lover.  But this final transformation reverses the steady movement from private to public, from feminine to masculine.  Rather become a part of a forbidden masculine public by erasing her femininity, she instead wishes away that public: she hopes simply to encounter him on the road, with no one else around.  

As Tamila Gogolauri comments “each wish has as its justification and its only goal – proximity to the beloved”.  But her distance from her lover is both in cosmological space (hence her desire to transform into masculine objects, objects of silver), and physical space (hence her desire to transform into objects physically attached to her lover).  Her desire for physical proximity to her lover expresses itself as a desire to transform her very private feminine essence into a public masculine one, metaphorically into a silver object, metonymically into any other object physically associated with men, finally to simply become a man.  At the end of the poem, instead, she wishes instead to simply find a private place alone with him, encountering him by chance on the road.
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