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Tbilisi, 1987 

 

The evening light was tangled in her hair. She was about to do it; at any moment this 
barrier, too, would be overcome, she would press her body against the railing with all 
her strength until, only feebly resisting the weight of her, it would groan softly and 
succumb. Yes – she would break down this barrier, not for herself alone but for us as 
well, would clear the path to adventure for her three inseparable companions. 

For a fraction of a second, I held my breath. We stared wide-eyed at our friend as she 
stood between two worlds. One of Dina’s feet was still touching the pavement of 
Engels Street, the other already projecting into the dark courtyard of the Botanical 
Garden; she hovered between the permitted and the forbidden, between the thrill of the 
unknown and the monotony of the familiar, between walking home and the daring 
exploit. She, the boldest of us four, opened the door to a secret world which she alone 
could access, because railings and fences had no meaning for her. She whose life 
would end in the last year of that leaden, sick and suffocating century, in a noose 
improvised from the rope of a gymnastic ring. 

But that night, many unsuspecting years away from death, I was transfixed by an all-
encompassing feeling I couldn’t quite identify. Nowadays I might describe it as 
exhilaration, a gift life suddenly gives us out of the blue, the tiny chink that all too 
rarely opens up in the ugliness of the everyday, the hard graft of life, leading you to 
suspect that, concealed behind all that is far too familiar, there is in fact so much more 
if one is only prepared to let it in, freeing oneself from constraints and predetermined 
patterns in order to take the decisive step. Because, without fully comprehending it, I 
sensed even then that this moment would engrave itself forever on my memory, and 
would, in time, become emblematic of what it means to be happy. I could tell that this 
was a magical moment, not because something special was happening, but because we 
– the bond between us – represented an indestructible force, a fellowship that would 
never again shrink from a challenge. 

 

I held my breath, and watched Dina break through the railing into the courtyard with 
that expression of exultation and triumph. And for an instant I too saw myself as the 
ruler of all happiness and all joy, the queen of the bold, because for a moment I was 
her, Dina, my daredevil friend. And not just me – the other two became her as well, 
and shared in this sense of freedom that seemed to contain so many promises: after all, 
behind these rusty bars was a whole world simply waiting for us to explore and 
conquer it, a world about to lay itself at our feet. 
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We approached the old enclosure around the Botanical Garden, marvelling at the 
miracle Dina had performed, and she observed us complacently, as if wanting 
applause and recognition for the fact that, despite our doubts, she had indeed been 
right: this rusty, corroded section of railing on Engels Street provided the ideal 
opening for the start of our great, long-awaited adventure. 

‘Well, are you coming?’ she called, from the other side, and one of us, I don’t 
remember who, pressed her forefinger against her pursed lips with a worried ‘Ssh!’  

Dina’s face was lit up by a single streetlamp on the opposite side of the road; she had 
traces of rust on both cheeks. I took the first step. Swinging my right leg, I conquered 
both the fear and the excitement; impossible to say which of the two was greater. I 
pushed hard against Dina, who held the railing apart for me as wide as she could, 
caught my hair on a needlessly protruding coiled loop of wire, quickly freed myself, 
and stumbled into the courtyard. I was rewarded with an approving nod and Dina’s 
cheeky smile. Emboldened by having passed the test, I called on the two stragglers to 
hurry up. I was part of Dina’s world now, the world of adventures and secrets; now I, 
too, could afford to look complacent. 

I thought I could hear Nene’s heart pounding as far as the entrance to the tunnel, which 
lay before us like a wide-open, gaping maw, as if to say: oh yes, you think you’ve 
conquered all your fears, that you’ve already come a long way, but the really terrifying 
part still lies ahead; I am still here, in my dark, concrete, rat-infested magnificence, not 
to mention my dangerous currents and nightmarish sounds.  

I tore my eyes away from the black concrete hole and concentrated on luring Nene and 
Ira into the courtyard. It had started to rain, and although I didn’t exactly find this 
encouraging, I brushed my worries aside, given how far we still had to go to reach our 
ultimate destination. 

A car drove past. Nene instinctively ducked. Dina started laughing. 

‘I bet she thinks her uncle is looking for her already, and that if he doesn’t find her 
right away, he’ll set his hyenas on her…’ 

‘Don’t scare her even more!’ begged Ira, the most sensible and pragmatic of us four, 
member of the Pioneer Palace chess club and winner of the penultimate Trans-
Caucasian What-When-Where school youth teams’ quiz tournament. 

‘Come on, Nene, we’ll do it now, both of us!’ she said, in her gentle, firm, even voice, 
and took Nene’s damp and trembling hand in hers. Then she manoeuvred Nene’s soft, 
lithe body past the railing while Dina and I held it apart, and once she had successfully 
squeezed her through, Ira followed suit. 
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‘We made it! So was it really that bad, you scaredy-cats?’ Dina cried triumphantly. 
She let go of the railing, which snapped back with a dejected clatter, quivering for a 
while before coming to rest in its original position. 

‘I’m telling you, we’re going to get in a lot of trouble,’ Ira replied; but she didn’t 
sound very emphatic, because she too was seized by euphoria, suppressing her 
worries, and thoughts of the problems our nocturnal adventure would inevitably incur. 
She turned her face thoughtfully to the sky, as if looking there for a ticket for the walk 
we were about to take, and a fat raindrop splashed onto her glasses. 

That afternoon, I had got home late from my maths tutorial – something my father 
insisted on; I was forced to take lessons from one of his professor friends (his friends 
were all either professors or scientists) – to find Dina already waiting for me in our 
kitchen. We were using the pretext of having to do homework together to run through 
our escape plan once more. Ira and Nene would be joining us later. Ira had a chess 
lesson, and Nene had to implement some sort of ‘security measures’ in order to be 
allowed to leave home in the evening. 

 

Now, rummaging in her tattered rucksack, Dina fished out an oversized torch, and all 
of us were briefly amazed. 

‘You recognize it, then?’ she grinned. ‘Yes, it’s Beso’s, but he won’t even notice; 
we’ll put it back first thing in the morning.’ 

Beso was our school caretaker. I wondered how Dina had managed to steal his torch. 
Nene laughed out loud; then, as if her laughter had spurred her on, she ran towards the 
dark tunnel. We all stared after her in surprise, as she was the most hesitant of us all. 
Nene’s caution had to do with her family, which was presided over by her all-
powerful, ever-present tyrant of an uncle; at home in the courtyard, we only ever 
spoke of him in hushed tones as ‘a man from the “parallel world”’. Nene’s naturally 
frivolous, almost naïve, exuberantly sunny disposition was in complete contrast to the 
rigid hierarchy of her home, where the men ruled the roost and the women were 
expected to subjugate themselves to the patriarchal structure without a fight. 
Fortunately, Nene was a cheerful soul; no threat, no punishment could suppress her 
energy and vitality. 

Ira cleaned her glasses on the white pinafore of her school uniform, which, after 
clambering through the railing, was no longer quite as obsessively white as usual. 
Every day Ira’s mother would wash, starch and iron her pinafore and tie it onto her 
daughter as tightly as a corset, and while on all the rest of us the bow at the back 
would loosen over the course of the school day, and the material begin to slip, on Ira it 
was always exemplary, remaining exactly where it was supposed to be, as if at all 
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times one had to be prepared for the appearance of a photographer looking for a model 
child to grace the cover of Komsomolskaya Pravda. 

Then Ira too started running, to catch up with Nene. As far as I can recall, Nene was 
the only person in Ira’s life for whom she would cast her discipline, pragmatism and 
level-headedness aside in an instant. It was also only because of Nene’s spur-of-the-
moment decision to participate that Ira had joined us for our utterly foolhardy late-
night expedition to the Botanical Garden. When we suggested it, we never thought 
Nene would overcome her hesitancy and the fear of her family so easily and agree. 
During break in the school playground, amid noisy children racing past, she declared 
that of course we should count her in; we exchanged incredulous looks, and she then 
played the offended princess for a quarter of an hour, one of her favourite roles. All of 
Ira’s attempts to dissuade her friend from this ‘stupid idea’ were unsuccessful, so Ira 
had no choice but to grit her teeth and agree to come as well.  

Right from the start, for some reason we never really understood, Nene aroused a sort 
of protective instinct in the precocious Ira. She always held her strong, disciplined, 
shielding hand over Nene, who was easily tempted, impulsive, guided by confused 
emotions, as if she were waiting for Nene to do something reckless at any minute so 
she could be there for her, armed for any kind of fight. And now she was running after 
her, to be by her side as she plunged into the paralysing darkness of the tunnel. The 
rain was falling harder now. I threw on my backpack, then I too started running. Dina 
followed me, and I don’t know what it was that made us simultaneously burst out 
laughing. Perhaps it was the knowledge that we had figured out happiness. And this 
happiness tasted of unripe plums and dusty summer rain, of excitement and 
uncertainty and all sorts of sugar-sprinkled premonitions. 

 

 

Brussels, 2019 

 

I step hesitantly into the grand, deserted room with its expensive herringbone parquet, 
the light of a late spring afternoon at my back. At that moment the spotlights flick on 
with a loud hum. I can tell immediately that the lighting is good, and I am relieved. 
Her pictures need this particular light – this mysterious, almost bashful light that 
emphasises her skill, accentuates the photographs’ decisive black and white, the clarity 
and rigour that do not need garish illumination, that speak to the observer even when 
half in shadow, and are able to shine out of the gloom. I take a deep breath. I’m 
impressed by the two connected halls the size of ballrooms; yes, it’s a proper 
retrospective. A great many of her photographs – including the famous and iconic 
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ones, but also some that are less well-known, or have until now been locked away – 
are collected here, in this inquisitive foreign city full of Art Nouveau houses and 
crowded cafés and bars, a city that, despite being a metropolis, refuses to act the part, 
preserving instead an atmosphere that is homely, almost provincial. 

I spent many frivolous, light-hearted hours here, years ago. I’ve even been in this 
building before, in this prestigious and fashionable Centre for Fine Arts. Norin brought 
me here once; I remember we saw some weird Asian film together and giggled the 
whole way through, then got drunk afterwards on foamy Belgian beer. To this day my 
memories of the city are enough to warm me from the inside out, a little sun I can 
make shine when required. Back then, Norin and I were working in the basement of 
the Royal Museums, and we were so proud to have the opportunity to demonstrate our 
ability in this distinguished location. We beginners had been entrusted with Ensor’s 
mask paintings, and could scarcely believe our luck. After work we would lose 
ourselves in the nocturnal activity of this all-embracing city; we told each other 
stories, and eventually became close. How long has it been since then, I wonder. 
Reverently, I move through the still-deserted rooms, filled with pictures that are so 
familiar to me and that in this place look so strange, so different, that I almost feel 
weirdly jealous, as if this place were contesting my painfully intimate relationship 
with these photographs, because in a little over an hour these two rooms will fill up 
with a crowd of exclusive guests, a long line of visitors will form, the elect who have 
been invited to the private view will greet each other and converse excitedly in many 
different languages, drink Georgian wine and endure introductory speeches. And I will 
once again see the two people who – along with the dead photographer, the reason we 
are gathered here – have shaped me, destroyed me, have drenched my days in 
happiness and in misery. Two women at the midpoint of their lives whom I haven’t 
seen in years, but who follow me always like shadows no matter where I go. 

 

I walk on, past the pictures, trying not to make direct eye contact with the photos, to 
let my gaze brush lightly across the faces from my past, to slip away from them. I still 
have a chance to escape all this, to run away; yes, perhaps I really should turn back 
this very instant, perhaps it was a mistake to come here, an act that clearly requires too 
much of me, something for which I do not have the strength. Everyone will 
understand; I can explain to Anano, who summoned us all here, brooking no 
contradiction, who persuaded me to get on a plane to Brussels and organised a VIP 
pass for me with which I entered this room as a ‘special guest’ an hour before the 
opening. Who implored me on the phone: ‘You must come. All three of you must 
come; I won’t accept any excuses.’ 
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Maybe I can still leave the private view, rewind it all, because I don’t know whether I 
will survive the avalanche that’s rolling towards me this evening without injury. I’ve 
spent so long fighting for my security, have driven the past out of me with almost 
military discipline, and now here I am, walking through these halls, my steps 
reverberating in the vast, magnificent rooms, trying as best I can to fend off the 
memories that spring on me from all sides like starving monkeys. 

But didn’t I come to this place to celebrate her legacy? Which means: I have to 
surrender myself. And it’s not just me who knows it; the other two know it as well, 
and this is why we are coming, in spite of all the resentments and all the doubts, 
disregarding what lies behind us. We owe it to her and to ourselves; we have to 
withstand our reunion, and all those who once were with us. Who stare at us from the 
walls, claiming the tribute they are owed. Is that also why we are coming alone? I 
don’t know for sure, but I assume that all three of us have travelled to Brussels 
unaccompanied – without our partners, without children, without friends who could 
make our reunion easier.  

For now, though, I’m the only one here. I still have a chance to escape. And if I do: let 
them gossip about my cowardice, what does it matter if it’s the only way I can save 
myself? But then my eye is caught by the small picture in a simple frame beneath an 
intriguingly fine fluorescent tube. Why is this photograph hanging all alone on a big 
wall, as if orphaned? The other pictures, as far as I can see, are all arranged in series, 
but this one is an exception, and the closer I get to it, the more its central function 
becomes clear to me. It is the only photograph depicting the artist that wasn’t taken by 
her. The other photographs in which she is pictured are all, without exception, self-
portraits; artistically ambitious, challenging shots, almost unbearably revealing, that 
turn their deepest insides out in a kind of self-exploitation. There will be a number of 
those here, I’m sure of that. But this comparatively small photo is not a work of art; 
even in amateur terms it is not particularly good, but there is something about it that 
sends a shiver down my spine and momentarily makes me catch my breath. 

The photograph shows the four of us; it shows the version of us from which we derive; 
it is something like the origin, the egg from which we all hatched together. We are 
standing on the threshold of life, at the beginning of the friendship that will demand 
everything of us, but as yet we know nothing of that, we don’t know the hand life has 
dealt us, the game still hasn’t begun, we can still be free, we can still want and wish 
for everything. 

The photograph, which is intended to act as a kind of prologue to this exhibition, does 
not bear one of her usually so memorable titles; it has been labelled, very simply, with 
just the place and year it was taken: ‘Tbilisi, 1987’. I stop, as if spellbound, I cannot 
move, and the images start to flood my brain, I have no choice, I allow myself to be 
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swept away, there is no sense in struggling against something that is like a force of 
nature. I am powerless, I am suddenly a child again, I am again the girl who gazes out 
at me from this photo. 

The longer I look at this little black-and-white snapshot, all by itself in this majestic 
room, the more certain I am that it was taken on precisely that day, the day we broke 
into the Botanical Garden, that special moment when, for the first time in my life, I 
could feel happiness on my palms and on the backs of my knees, in my bellybutton 
and on my eyelashes. The only thing that surprises me is that this particular photo was 
selected as the symbolic beginning. Being the artist’s sister, Anano is both her 
executor and the advisor for this exhibition, as she told me proudly on the phone a 
month ago. It must have been her who made the decision. Did she know why that was 
a special day? Did her sister tell her? 

It seems just as strange to me that this photo, as I now remember, was taken in our 
apartment by my father, who never took photos of us, who would, at best, take me and 
my brother for obligatory visits to the photographer’s studio. But that day, for some 
reason, he came across us all together in our loggia and reached for a camera. Not my 
mother’s detested Leica, that’s for sure; at that point it was still languishing in the dark 
of its hiding place in his room; it must have been my grandmother’s old Lubitel, or her 
Smena, perhaps, which just happened to have film in it. 

The picture shows us four girls, planning our adventure after school that afternoon, 
heads bowed over the table, deep in conversation, intensely focused, some of us a little 
scared, but Dina euphoric, ready for the big event, the big test of courage. My father 
must have found the moment so amusing that he deemed it necessary to interrupt the 
work he loved so dearly and go and fetch the camera. 

 

Ira was too sensible to think up such a thing; Nene too cautious, even if she dreamed 
her way through all her classes at school – dreams of freedom and all that she could do 
with it; of love, above all, an excessively romantic, sugary, film-infected, breathless 
love. I was neither of these things, yet I was torn between Dina’s desire for freedom, 
Ira’s common sense and Nene’s daydreams, and so, in this constellation, I was 
assigned the role of mediator, compromiser, right from the start, as if it were always 
down to me to maintain the balance of our friendship. 

It was Dina who concocted the plan: Dina the fire-eater, as I sometimes called her, the 
one who had been expelled from the most schools, who accepted every punishment the 
adults meted out to her for her transgressions as if she couldn’t take anything 
seriously. What did she care about the warnings, the parents’ evenings where her 
mother was the object of contemptuous looks from other parents and forced to endure 
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heavy sighs and head-shaking from the class teacher? These punishments came from a 
world that subdivided people neatly into obedient and rebellious, clever and stupid, 
good and bad, conforming and deviationist. In Dina’s world, such categories did not 
exist. In her world, there was only exciting and boring, interesting and uninteresting, 
thrilling and ordinary. If someone had really wanted to punish her, they would have 
had to do so according to her own standards, by thinking of something that 
corresponded to her categories; fortunately, however, it seemed that her world was 
inaccessible to adults, and so nothing and nobody could touch her. The fact that Dina 
left school with a reasonably acceptable diploma was, I suspect, entirely due to the 
sympathy the headmistress felt for Dina’s mother, because she was bringing her up on 
her own. 

Nothing was safe from Dina’s curiosity: curiosity was her engine, her compass, and 
she followed it unswervingly. Everything that fired her imagination, everything that 
seemed strange and appealing, had to be explored and investigated; every line was 
there to be crossed, every barrier there to be breached. And the strength this created in 
her was like a hurricane: she was impossible to resist, she swept us along with her like 
the tornado in far-off Kansas that catapulted Dorothy and Toto into the land of the 
Munchkins – this, strangely, being one of the few American children’s books not 
classified as ‘capitalist trash’, and which therefore remained accessible to us. 

But the one least able to resist her tornado was me. I was her most devoted attendant, 
her most loyal companion. I would have followed her to any of her magic realms – 
even to Oz itself, and far beyond. From the very first day we met she exerted an 
irresistible attraction over me; she infected me with her curiosity, I contracted it. It 
wasn’t that I lacked drive of my own or a desire to explore, or that I was particularly 
good and obedient, and my imagination was also pretty lively. But Dina’s explorations 
went so much further than I would have been prepared to go alone. 

And of course it was Dina’s idea to climb into the Botanical Garden. 

The four of us raced laughing through the tunnel; the light from Dina’s torch flickered 
epileptically along the passageway, and our shadows did a contorted dance over the 
damp, concrete walls. For the children of Tbilisi, the tunnel was the ultimate setting 
for every horror story. It was said to have been built as a bunker during World War 
Two, when it was reported that the Fascists had reached Mount Elbrus. The tunnel 
seemed endless, but our bare legs had conquered our fear, and the echoes of our voices 
answered us, strengthening our resolve; we had to keep moving to stop the fear being 
reawakened by the darkness and the frightening noises. Nene was the most excited, 
amazed at her own audacity; her shrill, explosive, infectious laugh travelled down the 
endless void that surrounded us and seemed to bring it to life. The laughter carried us 
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along, faster and faster, more and more uninhibited and free, until, panting, sweating, 
and proud, we reached the far end and fell into the arms of the summer rain. 

The raindrops were enormous; our uniform dresses, pinafores and hair were soaked 
through in seconds, but it was warm and we didn’t mind; we were protected by the 
unexpectedly hot June and by our bravery. Nene threw herself on the ground, gasping. 
Ira bent double, propping her hands on her knees, and I leaned against the cold exit of 
the tunnel, breathing hard. But Dina didn’t stop; it was as if she could never run out of 
breath, as if her lungs were made for unattainable speeds and endless distances. She 
flung her arms wide and plunged into the sea of rain, dense vegetative green, warm air 
and the song of the waterfall, which we could all already hear. 

‘Come on, we’re nearly there, come on!’ she called to us, running her torch beam 
across our faces.  

‘Wait, I have to… I just have to…’ panted Nene, and Ira shook her head, as if annoyed 
again about the foolishness of her friends, who had ignored all the dangers inherent in 
coming here. 

The goal was the little waterfall in the middle of the garden. The pool was just deep 
enough to jump into from the rocks, and in summer we would see the neighbourhood 
boys expertly turning somersaults there during the day. Until now, we had only ever 
watched with envy, because when we visited the Botanical Garden we were 
accompanied either by teachers, because it was a school trip, or by one of the women 
from the ticket office, who always kept a close eye on us to make sure no one dared to 
do anything that might cost her her job. 

Once we had got our breath back, we set off, less hurriedly now, in the direction of the 
waterfall, making our way through the faint moonlight and the overgrown garden. The 
rain poured down our faces, our hair, our clothes and backpacks, and with every step it 
felt as if we were leaving little puddles behind us on the ground. We saw Dina’s torch 
flashing intermittently up ahead; every now and then we heard her cry out 
enthusiastically, as if she had to keep enticing us, convincing us, to make sure we 
really did take the last few steps towards our common goal and didn’t turn back before 
we reached it. 

Ira reached for Nene’s hand. Nene suddenly seemed exhausted and fearful, as if all her 
courage had suddenly drained away as soon as she made it through the dark tunnel. 
They walked alongside each other, like two elderly ladies. There was something I 
found deeply touching about the way Ira was pulling Nene along – the way she looked 
after her, and watched out for her tender feet to make sure she didn’t stumble, her 
delicate hands, so she didn’t scratch herself on a protruding branch, her small, shapely, 
pink body, her baby-soft skin, her breasts, already apparent beneath her uniform. Ira 
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and I were the last ones with flat chests; Dina and Nene had already started to 
transform, Dina heedlessly, with astonishing indifference, Nene with visible pride and 
in eager anticipation of becoming a woman, with her splendid straw-coloured plait and 
her watery, pale-blue eyes, which grew even more watery at anything predictably 
sentimental. I stopped for a moment and let them walk on ahead, marvelling at the 
inviolability of their togetherness. 

We reached the clearing, where the bushes opened out onto a meadow dotted with 
colourful flowers. To the left we could already see the little basin that had formed 
beneath the waterfall over the years, heard its riotous roar, saw the jet of water 
plunging from a great height, and stood as if rooted to the spot. 

I looked around for Dina; her torch and backpack lay abandoned on the bank, and 
there was no trace of her. I called to her, but the roaring of the waterfall drowned out 
my voice. Ira joined me. We called and called, until suddenly we heard Dina shriek 
from on high, and looked up. She had done it: despite the rain and the darkness, she 
had climbed up onto the rock. Now she stood above the waterfall as if she had 
conquered it, as if she were the acknowledged ruler of this place. 

‘How on earth did she get up there?’ Nene blurted out. Ira shook her head 
meaningfully. I looked up at Dina, and was perfectly calm, because I knew that if she 
had done it, I could do it, too; she had led us to our destination, and as long as she was 
near me I needn’t be afraid. 

‘Come on, come up!’ she yelled into the night, and I started to tear off the clothes that 
were stuck to my body, the sopping wet socks and shoes. Wearing just my white 
cotton knickers, with the legend Friday, from a ‘week pack’ my father had brought 
home from one of his convention trips to Warsaw, Prague or Sofia, I picked up the 
torch that was shining away aimlessly, pressed it into Ira’s hands, asked her to light 
the way for me, and set out to climb the rock, in those silly knickers I never wore on 
the right day of the week. 

My feet hurt, little stones cut into my heels, but in my mind all I could see was Dina 
standing up there with her arms outspread, waiting for me. I cleared myself a path, 
clung on to branches and outcrops of rock, hauled myself up. A couple of times I 
slipped, and my heart skipped a beat, but I quickly pulled myself together and kept 
going. The beam of the torch shone only sporadically on the places where I stepped, 
and I could feel Ira’s and Nene’s worried eyes on me; I struggled to convey the 
impression of an effortless ascent. Then I saw Dina’s hand and grabbed it with joy. 
She heaved me up, and there I was, standing beside her. By now she too had taken off 
her uniform and shoes, and she threw them down, laughing. 
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‘Are you ready?’ she asked, and gripped my hand even harder. I straightened up and 
stood shoulder to shoulder with her. Her small, protruding breasts with the almost 
colourless nipples were like foreign elements on this body I otherwise knew so well. I 
nodded, and took another step forward. I didn’t look down. I looked up. The sky was 
black, but I recognised the Plough, which my father loved to tell me stories about. It 
seemed to approve of our undertaking. I tugged Dina’s hand; we felt our way over the 
uneven ground with the tips of our toes, leaned forward, looked at each other once 
more, clasped hands even more firmly, and leaped up before instantly plummeting 
down.   

 

I jump. Someone is tapping me on the shoulder. I didn’t even hear any footsteps. It’s 
like being wrenched from a deep sleep. I see the photo in front of me, and it takes me a 
moment to arrange my thoughts and memories. The afternoon before our leap into the 
waterfall. Before my leap into freedom. The prelude. 

‘I don’t believe it – you came!’ 

Anano throws her arms around my neck, and I don’t know what time I am caught in; I 
am suspended between times, or in all of them at once. She looks wonderful. So 
happy, so radiant, in a modest, summery, dark blue dress that could be one of her 
mother’s – those simple wraparound dresses she and her elder daughter often wore 
that made them look like empresses. Anano is wearing two gold creole earrings, a little 
lipstick, simple ballet flats; soft, lively wrinkles play around her eyes, and there is a 
little grey mixed in her wild brown hair, but she still looks so lovely, so charming, an 
eternal girl. Perhaps this is just the way I see her; perhaps in this story she remains the 
younger sister for ever and ever, and for a moment I am spellbound, wondering when 
it was I last saw her. I know that she is married to a wealthy man who made money in 
Georgia’s booming construction industry, has two children, that she lives in a house 
somewhere on the outskirts of Tbilisi, looks after her garden – at least that’s what her 
mother mentioned on the phone, and I can definitely picture her in this environment: 
Anano as a happy wife and mother, an easy-going, cheerful partner, amid a sea of 
flowers. She has a gallery in town, promotes young artists, and looks after her sister’s 
estate, now that her mother no longer has the energy to do it. She, the brightest and 
most confident in her family, of all of us the most unscathed, compensated by life for 
all the love and affection, opportunities, confidence and justice it seized from other 
members of her family – they were given to her instead: prospects, normality and 
peace.  

I still have to get used to the idea that she, of all people, is the one administering the 
estate. The pitiless black-and-white of her sister’s works, her radical personality and 
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point of view, are in such contrast to Anano’s gentle nature. However, sensitive and 
intuitive as she is, she relies on curators and experts and stays discreetly in the 
background; this too I know from her mother, and right now I am really happy for her, 
for her big moment, soon to be announced, when she will be celebrated as her sister’s 
representative. I feel like hugging her for much longer, but I let go. I can tell that she is 
no less happy to see me; she is fighting back the emotion welling up inside her, the 
sentimentality that always made her so different to her sister. I hold on to her hand. 

‘Oh God, I can’t believe it! Isn’t it incredible that we’re all seeing each other again, in 
Brussels, of all places? Isn’t that crazy? Deda said I absolutely had to give you a kiss 
from her. I’m sure you’ve heard: Mother managed to break her leg, now of all times, 
right before the exhibition, so she can’t come. And, Qeto, I mean, this exhibition – it’s 
insane, two years we’ve been working on it, and I’m so happy and so relieved that it’s 
opening now at last. I suggested to Ira and Nene that they should get here early as well 
and perhaps we could have a chat before the official start, but I don’t know when 
exactly they’re arriving. Besides, we’re going to celebrate in style afterwards, so don’t 
any of you get it into your heads to just sneak off – there’ll be some really good drinks 
and music in the garden later on. I mean, we can’t have a retrospective for her and not 
party afterwards like there’s no tomorrow…’ 

‘You’re right there,’ I say, doing my best to resist the temptation to look back at the 
photo of the four of us. Anano notices, and laughs. 

‘Isn’t it gorgeous? I spent ages wondering which photo of you all I should use, and 
then… I mean, this one captures the four of you so beautifully, I think.’ 

‘My father took that photo. You know, it was a very special day … Where did you get 
it from?’ 

‘Well, from you – you must have given it to my sister at some point.’ 

But before I can say anything, she cries ecstatically that she absolutely must introduce 
me to the wonderful curator and, holding my hand, she pulls me across the enormous 
room, which is gradually filling up with people. 

 

We approach a tall Georgian woman in black overalls and an unprepossessing, balding 
man with horn-rimmed glasses. They greet me with exaggerated friendliness. 

‘The Qeto Kipiani!’ the stocky man cries, in English, sticking out his hand. The 
Georgian woman greets me in Georgian and gives me air kisses on both cheeks. 

‘Now we’re seeing you in the flesh, but with all these photos of you and your friends it 
feels as if we know you already,’ she adds, in English this time. 
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‘Exactly!’ the man confirms. 

‘This is Thea and Mark, the heroes of this retrospective,’ Anano explains, with a broad 
grin. ‘Mark is an internationally renowned photography expert and director of the 
photography museum in Rotterdam; Thea is an eminent art historian specialising in 
eastern Europe. She’s established a brilliant festival of photography in Tbilisi; you 
absolutely must check it out.’ 

Anano, in her role as hostess, is clearly at pains to ensure that we are all at least as 
comfortable as her. I give an embarrassed smile and nod politely. The Georgian 
woman’s comment has made me prick up my ears: With all these photos of you and 
your friends it feels as if we know you already… 

Of course: the four of us are comprehensively on display here. I must prepare myself 
to encounter the myriad shades of my self, the stages of my becoming. I must prepare 
to be embraced by the past. I must prepare to look into the mute eyes of the dead. 

Again I feel the urge to run away; again I glance, somewhat nervously, towards the 
exit; there is still time, I can still hurry back to the hotel, fetch my little suitcase and 
take the next train to the airport, board the plane, go home to my isolated little oasis, 
sit in the blossoming garden overflowing with life, open a bottle of wine and escape it 
all, evade the oncoming hurricane, be spared. 

But suddenly I hear footsteps behind me, and before I see her I already know Ira is 
here. She has become a different person, a different woman; of all of us, hers is 
perhaps the most remarkable transformation, but her footsteps are still the same, those 
loud, rhythmical, heavy steps with which she simultaneously announces her presence 
and sets the pace. 

She seems even taller than I remember; as a child, there was no indication that she 
would grow to such a height; her parents were both on the small side, and whenever I 
see her again after a long while, I am surprised all over again by her imposing 
presence. She is wearing a perfectly tailored pinstripe suit that accentuates her 
androgyny, although the weather is warm, so she has taken off the jacket and is 
carrying it over her arm, and her tight white T-shirt emphasises her muscular torso and 
impressive biceps. The girl who used to dismiss sport as an idiotic waste of time has 
become an absolute fitness junkie during her years in the United States, and it seems 
she still invests considerable time in ensuring that the level of her physical fitness 
matches that of her intellect. I like her hairstyle, which she created for herself some 
years ago; it has since become her trademark, along with her striking designer suits in 
different colours, which she wears like a uniform. Her short bob is noticeably longer 
on the left than on the right, and the nape of her neck is shaved. As expected, she 
wears no jewellery, just a little lip gloss. She pulls a small aluminium suitcase 
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elegantly behind her across the parquet, walks unerringly towards us, and opens her 
arms, although she flings them first around Anano’s neck, then greets the two curators 
and introduces herself before at last she wraps them around me. The other three 
discreetly move away and leave us alone. For a while we stand still, hugging each 
other tight. I can smell her masculine perfume, which suits her so well, and for the first 
time since setting foot in this building, with my face buried in Ira’s neck, I feel 
comfortable and secure. If she is nervous – and I assume she is – you can’t tell, and, as 
so often, I admire her confidence, the successful image she has painstakingly acquired 
through her life as a victorious barrister. Unlike me, she betrays no obvious unease at 
this return to our long-exorcised past. 

‘I’m so glad…’ she murmurs, and her voice seems suddenly to break slightly, as if her 
confidence is faltering, which gives me a certain satisfaction: it means I am not 
entirely alone in being confronted with my nervousness about and dread of these 
photographs, of being exposed and unmasked before hundreds of people as they turn 
their eyes on us, greedy for sensation. 

‘I’m so happy you came. I won’t manage to get through this alone,’ I say, surprised by 
my own choice of words. 

‘We can do it. It’s an important day for us all.’ 

‘Nene’s coming, too?’ 

I still can’t believe that, after everything that happened, she will walk into this room in 
a few minutes’ time and take part in this experiment with us. She who probably paid 
the highest price of all, who was let down and betrayed again and again; she who for 
so many years avoided any contact whatsoever with Ira. And now she is meant to have 
put all that behind her and simply got on the plane? I’ll believe it when I see it. 

‘She’ll come. I’m sure of it,’ says Ira, confident as ever. She takes a step back. ‘Let me 
look at you... You look great.’ 

‘Oh, stop… I hardly slept last night, I haven’t been able to eat anything, and I’m 
already wiped out, I’ve no idea how I’m going to – ’ 

‘Come on, don’t make such a fuss!’ 

The terse rebuke immediately annoys me. This, too, is typical of her: accustomed to 
issuing orders, accustomed to manipulation, accustomed to achieving the desired 
result. 

‘I’m not making a fuss, I’m not comfortable with all of this.’ 

‘Sorry,’ she says. She looks me in the eye. ‘I know it’s particularly hard for you. I’m 
nervous, too. I mean… this really is the biggest exhibition so far, everyone’s going to 
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come. But you know it would have been inexcusable to stay away. You’d never have 
forgiven yourself. And I wouldn’t have forgiven you, either.’ 

She winks at me. 

‘Did you know we were included in the artworks?’ I want to know. 

‘Of course. I mean, what did you expect: that they would leave out the photos we’re 
in, out of some sort of idiotic piety?’ 

Ira’s and Nene’s approach to our portraits has always differed to mine. Nene, with her 
slightly exhibitionist streak, and Ira, endowed with an impressive ego, enjoy and are 
clearly proud of the fact that they have become part of her art, immortalised in these 
black-and-white photographs. Unlike me, they also attended the many other 
exhibitions in Georgia and abroad, taking great care not to encounter one another; 
Nene has even given occasional speeches and been interviewed about her sensational 
friend. 

I, on the other hand, didn’t want to have to explain anything, certainly not to the 
outside world. The memories chaining me to Dina’s photographs are undoubtedly very 
different to the background stories the art world interprets into them; never in a million 
years would it occur to me to share them with strangers. Now I am part of her art, just 
like Ira and Nene. I definitely have egotistical, self-protecting motives for resisting; on 
the other hand, it would be tantamount to a crime to damage her art in any way by 
something I might say. I know this all too well; I spend my life in service to other 
people’s pictures. 

Ira is deep in animated conversation with Anano. My gaze wanders around the room, 
and I notice another photograph. Like a sleepwalker beguiled by a siren song, I move 
towards this picture that I don’t know, that I’m seeing for the first time; I want to 
know which of her creative periods it is from, because I basically know them all, I 
know the when and where of almost every photo, what the atmosphere was, what 
event it depicts, what insult and what joy it conceals. But this picture tells me nothing, 
although I recognise everything in it; it’s all so familiar, it’s as if I have fallen into a 
bed of nettles and my skin is on fire… 

It is a photograph of our courtyard, from a bird’s eye view; you can make out our 
apartments, the height and distance make them look so tiny, with the washing 
fluttering on the line, the little garden with the permanently dripping tap, the seesaw, 
the pomegranate and mulberry trees. She must have climbed onto the roof to take this 
photo. Once again she braved all obstacles and found a way to explore this place, so 
intimately familiar, from an entirely new perspective. 
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The Courtyard 

 

The courtyard was our childhood universe. It was located in the hilliest and most 
colourful of all the Tbilisi neighbourhoods. ‘We have the abundant streams of the 
surrounding mountains to thank for the Sololaki quarter: because of them, over the 
centuries the original neighbourhood of little winding streets developed into the 
desirable, flourishing quarter of today, with its lively, cosmopolitan mix.’ Looking at 
the photo, I hear my father speaking to me; so often, when I was a little girl holding 
his hand as we walked along the narrow alleys, he would tell me at length about our 
neighbourhood. ‘Under Arab rule, they needed a lot of water to irrigate the castle 
gardens, so they built a canal to conduct the water down to the valley from the 
Sololaki hills. Later, when the Turks took over, they also made use of the water. The 
word for water in Turkish is ‘su’, and this Turkish word found its way into the 
Georgian name for this part of town, the U becoming an O. A lot of rich Georgians 
settled in the neighbourhood in the nineteenth century and laid out their gardens here, 
and the water was decisive in that, as well. And so the Sololaki quarter became a 
prestigious part of town, and many elegant villas soon graced the cobbled streets, with 
colourful stained glass windows and picturesque wooden balconies.’ 

When I came into the world, and was brought to the dimly lit, permanently damp 
apartment on Vine Lane, between long Engels Street and Toneti Square, the top 
Communist party officials were already living in other districts, and the once 
magnificent Sololaki villas had been converted and repurposed by the state. Their 
residents now lived in the so-called Tbilisi Courtyards. Again I hear my father’s 
soothing monotone in my head: ‘Because of the general shortage of apartments, there 
were a lot of families living in these courtyards, and more and more of life took place 
outdoors, so it was very noisy here. And because it was the period of Italian neo-realist 
films, people quickly associated the noise with Italy, and so the Tbilisi Courtyards 
became the Italian Courtyards.’  

I see the courtyards in my mind’s eye. Wandering through the cobbled streets, I turn 
into 12 Vine Lane, where my life begins. To me, back then, this quarter was the whole 
world. I walk around in my imagination: past the Botanical Garden, the Church of St 
Stepanos of the Holy Virgins, and Engels Street, where our school was, to the upper 
slopes of the Mtatsminda with its funicular railway, to the television tower and the 
amusement park, up the hills to Okrokana, along all the enchanted alleyways with the 
wooden staircases and vines spilling over the balconies, through the little winding 
streets, across stately Lenin Square to the town hall, past tedious, gossipy women, and 
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the men, constantly washing their KAMAZ cars, between flapping laundry and little 
fountains – these were the scenes of all my tragedies and comedies, this was where I 
fumbled my way into life, and this was where I experienced the collapse of an entire 
world, incredulous, aghast, wide-eyed, and with mortal terror in my lungs. 

I see our square courtyard in front of me. The façades of the two houses, facing each 
other, separated by a tiny garden divided into plots; to the right the small, two-storey 
stone house on stilts, less colourful and attractive, which had been added later on and 
stood around on its chicken legs looking lost, like an escapee from a Russian fairy tale. 

Unlike in Czechoslovak or Austrian pavlač houses, we could access the apartments 
not only from the street and the main stairwell but also from the courtyard itself, via 
crooked wooden steps and spiral staircases. The individual living quarters were 
connected by a long wooden access balcony. Whereas our block was three storeys 
high and decorated with the most ornate of balconies, the brick house opposite was 
built at the turn of the century and was the most solid building in the courtyard: two 
storeys, covered with ivy, and metal balconies with flower ornamentation on the front. 

The real life of the three households took place either on the long balconies or in the 
courtyard. This was where backgammon or dominoes were played, and recipes 
exchanged; this was where the housewives stored their preserving jars and toys their 
children had outgrown; this was where herbs were swapped for flour, illnesses 
discussed, where marital crises played out; this was where love affairs were 
discovered. Almost all the wooden apartment doors had glass windows, so it was clear 
to everyone living in the courtyard that any attempt to screen oneself off would only 
ever be an illusion. There was always some neighbour who suffered from insomnia 
and made a note of all the comings and goings, who overheard every argument and 
was in a position to comment on every passionate reconciliation. The courtyard was an 
organism and the various living quarters were its organs, all connected to each other, 
all essential to keeping the body running. Only later did I come to suspect that, when 
assigning apartments within this microcosm, the Communists had been mindful to 
settle people there from as many different occupations as possible: people who would 
be able to help each other out, so the state would be put to as little trouble and expense 
as possible. If someone fell ill, they were looked after by the courtyard; if someone 
needed stockings, which were only sold under the counter, we sorted it amongst 
ourselves; if someone wanted to buy good grades in order to study at the university, 
the neighbourhood arranged it. The courtyard was a state within a state. At first 
glance, a model socialist one: everyone was equal and had the same rights, regardless 
of ethnicity or sex, but this too, of course, was only an illusion. Basically, everyone 
had their place in this structure, and everyone knew which privileges were theirs. Thus 
the Armenian cobbler Artyom would never in a million years dream of putting out 
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feelers to a Georgian woman from an academic family, just as the Tatishvili 
manufacturing family would never invite the Kurdish family opposite to dine with 
them. 

Even we, the children of the 12 Vine Lane courtyard, had unconsciously internalised 
this unwritten rule. We simply imitated the adults, and when we let the Kurdish boy 
Tarik play hide-and-seek and hopscotch with us, even though it had been drummed 
into us that he was permanently grubby, had a learning disability, ate his own snot and 
chewed discarded chewing gum, it was only because it felt good to put up with having 
someone like him around. Because this too was a characteristic of our courtyard, of 
our neighbourhood, even, perhaps, of our city: we always wanted to be liked or loved, 
at any cost, and we knew it looked good to protect someone weaker than ourselves, in 
this multicultural city that had co-existed for centuries with the Other. We, after all, 
were the best hosts and the most tolerant neighbours; we never touched a hair of 
anyone’s head, and we invited everyone, served them food and drink, and laughed in 
their faces, but then after they had gone we breathed a sigh of relief and wrinkled our 
noses at their table manners or crude behaviour. The others were always a little worse 
and a little coarser, a little more stupid and a little more disadvantaged than us.  

Our apartment had been assigned to our paternal grandmother, whom we called 
Babuda One, after her family was rehabilitated. It had high ceilings and damp walls, 
ornate balconies on the street side, and dripping taps that no workman had the power 
to mend. This was where my father grew up, and this was where he brought my 
mother after she had turned her back on Moscow. This was also where they brought 
my brother and, five years later, me, when we came into the world in a bare delivery 
room somewhere near the train station. The walls of my room, my tiny improvised 
kingdom, were plastered with posters from ‘Foreign Film’ magazines, obtained on the 
black market at great expense. When we were little, my brother and I shared the 
lovely, slightly bigger bedroom, where we often staged pillow fights and dares, but 
over time it got too small for the two of us, so I was consigned to the tiny room beside 
the kitchen that had once been the larder. I didn’t particularly like it, but at least I had 
it better than Babuda One and Babuda Two, my maternal grandmother; they shared the 
living room, in which they received their students, and translated books; which they 
had to share during their worst quarrels as well as in times of peace, and which, with 
considerable effort and pushing and pulling, was transformed into a bedroom every 
night. 

The balcony on the third floor served not only our apartment but also that of Nadia 
Alexandrovna, a single, childless widow whom we could not imagine had ever been 
young, but who had made the disastrous mistake of falling in love with a Georgian 
guitar teacher while studying at Lomonosov University in Moscow. She lost her head 
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and all common sense, and followed him to his legendary homeland, so eulogised and 
admired by many of her country’s poets. Once their tempestuous love and reckless 
passion had abated, the guitar teacher quartered his Russian trophy with his elder 
sister, and disappeared for weeks on end in the arms of other women. It seems that 
Nadia’s love was more stubborn and unwavering than her husband’s, because she 
remained loyal to him all his life, and even beyond, and would find some excuse for 
his inexcusable behaviour every time. Even when he fathered illegitimate children 
with two different women, and sometimes brought them home, Nadia said the ‘poor 
man’ was entitled to do so, because a serious childhood illness meant she could not 
have any of her own. This party animal must have compensated his fragile, ethereal 
wife in some vital way, because there could be no other explanation for her love, 
which was self-sacrificing to the point of stupidity. Following the death of the 
guitarist’s unmarried sister, and his own demise from cirrhosis of the liver, Nadia was 
left with the dark, damp two-room apartment, her house plants, her cats – and her 
Russian, which she never in her life exchanged for Georgian, just as she could not be 
dissuaded from giving us children nougat and barberry-flavoured sweets. 

To this day I don’t know why the Babudas were reserved with her; they were always 
friendly, and from time to time would lend her a little flour, some baking powder or 
eggs, but a certain scepticism remained. Probably because the two of them 
remembered her husband all too well, her ‘undignified’ life at his side, and could not 
forgive her for this feminine devotion that bordered on religious self-sacrifice. And 
although they had a lot in common – Nadia, too, was a literary woman and a lover of 
great poetry – they did not form a lifelong bond, and so until her death Nadia 
Alexandrovna remained just a neighbour whom one invited over only on big feast 
days, and to whom one gave red eggs and paska1 at Easter. 

The apartment below, on the second floor, was occupied by the Basilias. Whatever 
happened to them? The voluminous Nani, who moonlighted as a saleswoman in a 
grocery store in the city, on the other side of the river, but whose main occupation was 
black marketeer: the shrewdest woman in the whole of our courtyard (not even Ira’s 
mother could compete with her). I remember the brightly coloured aprons she always 
wore. She somehow managed to do business with everything and everyone. If you 
asked her for a little salt, a moment later she would want half a kilo of rice in 
exchange. She could persuade anyone to buy something, and the women of the 
courtyard in particular were in thrall to her; they patiently tolerated her bad temper, her 
coarse manner, because for the right price she could lay hands on anything that your 
heart desired and that the Soviet state did not provide, from tickets to a private cinema 
screening to Czechoslovak underwear. Usually, all we saw of her husband Tariel was 
                                                
1 Traditional Easter bread, similar to Italian panettone. 
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his impressively hairy back, because even in his free time he never tired of tinkering 
with his KAMAZ, which all the children resented as it was always parked in the 
courtyard and got in the way of their games. Nani’s only son, Beso, had inherited 
neither his father’s talent nor his mother’s; he was a slow lad, shiftless and indolent, 
who scratched his crotch incessantly and, even as a young boy, exhibited a marked 
curiosity about all things sexual. 

Did the Basilias live back-to-back with Cico? Yes, of course, they must have done, 
because the old lady’s living space was later encroached on by Ira’s family, the 
Jordanias, which inevitably led to the first big courtyard scandal. I never liked Cico, 
but it was dinned into me and the other children of the courtyard that we must always 
put up with her and her ways. Years earlier, the old widow with the silly hat and a tone 
of constant complaint had lost her only son in a car accident, and in the eyes of the 
courtyard community, this loss conferred upon her the status of a martyr. She was 
allowed to do what others were not: to scold and grumble, admonish, and, indeed, 
complain. Later, she gave up one of her apartment’s two rooms to Ira’s mother, Giuli – 
but when she did, it can’t have been clear to her that she would no longer be able to 
access her apartment from the main stairs, and would be condemned to eternal 
moaning and complaining as she made her way up and down the spiral staircase. 

The whole first floor belonged to the Tatishvilis, with their big apartment; this 
exemplary, almost surreally perfect family who, despite their extravagant hospitality 
and conviviality, and the mother’s impressive culinary skills, were regarded by the 
courtyard with great suspicion. This repudiation originated primarily with the 
courtyard intelligentsia, on account of the profession once practised by David, the 
father of the family. He was only ever referred to as ‘the tsekhovik2’, a word I didn’t 
understand until years later – the personification of Soviet state corruption and 
depravity. These people were the ‘capitalist pigs’ of the Soviet era, and a thorn in the 
side of every ‘honourable’ individual. Also, this model family seemed just a touch too 
perfect, so people were always trying to identify its problems and mistakes. 

Anna Tatishvili sat two rows in front of me and was the unofficial class princess, a 
beauty who was also top of the class for years, until Ira challenged her status in this at 
least. Her brother Otto, the prince of the family, was a little sadist. How I hate him: 
even today I am filled with disquiet when I think of him. The eternal fugitive. I 
wonder how he lives with his guilt? 

Even as a child he displayed certain peculiarities, but people allowed themselves to be 
placated by his parents’ endless justifications. Didn’t they use to say he was a ‘special 

                                                
2 Tsekhovik was the name given to Soviet businessmen and manufacturers, who usually ran a sort of parallel 
business alongside their official factories and trades, bribing the state in order to sell their goods on the black 
market, thereby condemning ordinary mortals to permanent deficit.   
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boy’, and you had to be very patient with him? Only once, when he drowned Nadia 
Alexandrovna’s cat in the overflow basin under the tap in the courtyard – young Tarik 
witnessed the torture, and told us about it – did people’s almost boundless patience run 
out, and they prophesied that he would ‘come to no good’. How right they were. 

 

The little house on stilts on the right-hand side of the courtyard accommodated – this, 
too, was an unspoken rule – outsiders and those who had come down in the world. The 
rule only changed when Lika Pirveli and her two girls moved in. Before that, the only 
people living there were the Armenian cobbler Artyom, whose wife and children had 
left him because of his excessive love of alcohol, and the Kurdish family who, as a 
child, I thought were nameless, because no one referred to them by either their first or 
family names: they were only ever ‘the Kurds’. Didn’t the father work in the sulphur 
baths, or am I getting mixed up? I should ask Ira… yes, she has a phenomenal 
memory, she’ll know. The Kurdish family’s older children – there were about five or 
six in all – had already moved out; some of them were married. Tarik, the youngest, 
was a latecomer, and it was whispered that his parents had thought they were done 
with the business of reproduction when he announced his impending arrival. Tarik, 
with the double-glazed spectacles that turned his eyes into tiny dots, was an incredibly 
kind, polite boy; people said all sorts of unfair nonsense about him, which didn’t 
exactly make it easy for him to be accepted by the other children. He always joined in 
somehow nonetheless, and could be seen playing in the courtyard at any time of year. 
Tarik was a great animal lover who gave every stray dog a name, and fed them treats 
cadged from his parents or the neighbours. I don’t know whether his mother idolised 
him as she did because he came into the world so unexpectedly, a piece of late good 
fortune, or because life wasn’t easy for him, but she loved Tarik so over-zealously that 
she certainly hindered him at least as much as all the idiotic rumours that circulated 
about him. Tarik – yes, Tarik, the seismograph for the approaching calamity, the 
harbinger of the downfall that marked the end of our childhood. 

 

My gaze moves across the photo of our courtyard to the opposite side, the red-brick 
house. The apartments in the red house were more solidly built, more attractive, more 
secure; the occupants of the red house were the courtyard veterans, and were treated 
with particular respect. Unlike in our house, there were not several families living 
together on the same floor, but only two in total – or rather, one family and Uncle 
Givi, a name that prompted endless admiration among almost all inhabitants of the 
courtyard (especially the older ones), usually accompanied by a regretful shaking of 
the head. 
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Uncle Givi… I smile despite myself, and let the name dissolve upon my tongue which, 
within seconds, is flooded with the taste of my childhood: creamy ice cream, 
buckwheat, barberry sweets and tarragon lemonade. Uncle Givi seemed to have lived 
in that brick house forever, since the days of the tsars, before all the revolutions and 
before the Bolsheviks. His windows were open summer and winter, and classical 
music wafted from his spacious apartment. He was reputed to be a World War Two 
hero, and to have been decorated with numerous medals for bravery; he had got as far 
as Berlin, was a retired general, and an ardent pianist – self-taught, people usually 
added, reverently. My Babudas categorised him as ‘stunning’, and I accused them both 
of being in love with this tall, gaunt man with the sunken shoulders and shambling 
gait. 

Eter in particular, Babuda One, the stricter and more pedantic of my two grandmothers 
and the one I could least imagine capable of any romantic feeling, went positively 
weak at the knees whenever the conversation turned to Uncle Givi. And, who knows, 
perhaps she really could have won his heart and chatted incessantly with him about the 
sublimity of music and the German language if there had not been a catch, an 
insurmountable obstacle that made it impossible for her to contemplate a serious 
relationship with him. Uncle Givi was an ardent Stalinist. Even after the crushing of 
the Stalin cult he had not taken down his portrait, and always made sure there was a 
vase of fresh flowers beneath it. 

Yes, this gallant, childless widow with the veteran’s pension and a weakness for Bach 
and chess, revered the mass murderer who had destroyed Eter’s life and future. 
Whenever things started to move in what Uncle Givi saw as a dangerously misguided 
direction, he would bring up the ‘Man of Steel’. ‘If only he could see it all heading for 
the abyss!’ he would groan, reading the paper by the open window in the morning, or 
listening to the news on the radio. ‘A touch of his iron hand and it would all get back 
on track.’ These exclamations did not prevent most of the neighbourhood ladies who 
were somewhat advanced in years from raving about his excellent manners and dapper 
style; and they all spoke with obvious emotion of his boundless, heart-rending love for 
his late wife, who had sadly, sadly died too young. Such love, such devotion, such 
tenderness! And as their eyes grew moist, and their mouths twisted into a thin, wistful 
line, one began to suspect that, perhaps without admitting it to themselves, they 
wished they could take the place of the immortal Julia, to whom it had not been 
permitted that she should grow old and bear Givi’s children. 

His manner of speaking, which came across as rather old-fashioned and stilted, always 
made us children laugh, and sometimes we would ring his doorbell on all sorts of 
ridiculous pretexts just to start a conversation with him and listen to his complex 
sentences. ‘Spring has come to our courtyard and is putting forth its delicate pastel 
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blossoms; see here, you innocent creatures,’ he said once, walking past, and as soon as 
he had disappeared behind his wooden front door we burst out laughing. ‘I wish you 
all a year full of all that your hearts desire, and that this will bring you the greatest 
imaginable satisfaction,’ he said to us at New Year, and we repeated these words for 
days on end, collapsing into uncontrollable giggles. And this immediately reminds me 
of the day he put the old notebook in front of me… 

I wonder which of my two Babudas had the splendid idea of making an almost 
superhuman effort to convince me and my brother to let Uncle Givi teach us 
something about classical music. Of course, they failed with Rati; my brother yelled 
his head off and said he wasn’t going to be a mummy’s boy and the laughing stock of 
the neighbourhood, but I wasn’t able to defy their will, and so did in fact visit their 
idol a few times to receive a classical music education. I would probably have had to 
spend quite a while longer listening to lectures about Bach’s études or Shostakovich’s 
Seventh, which Uncle Givi particularly prized because of his memories of the war; 
however, it was Uncle Givi himself who unexpectedly rescued me. 

During one of his lectures he suddenly leaped up to fetch some music books from the 
back room. Lost in thought, I seized the opportunity, picked up the napkin that lay on 
top of the pile of newspapers on the table in front of me, and began to draw. I drew 
absentmindedly, as I often did, without consciously choosing a subject, while his voice 
dissolved into the background. I was so immersed in my favourite pastime that I didn’t 
notice at first that he had come to stand behind me. He paused; I started, and dropped 
the pencil. 

‘Oh – sorry,’ I murmured, trying to hide the napkin. 

‘No, no, wait. Show it to me; it looks interesting.’ 

Thinking back on this scene, it occurs to me now that he used the formal form of 
address for every living creature. I remember how much we, the children of the 
courtyard, liked this idiosyncrasy of his, how we immediately felt more important 
when he addressed us. 

Hesitantly, I pushed the napkin towards him. It was only when I looked at it closely 
that I realised what – or rather who – I had been trying to draw, and immediately 
blushed. It was Uncle Givi’s aristocratic features I had sketched with a few quick 
lines; his long, aquiline nose and slightly receding chin. He picked up the drawing and 
brought it close to his eyes; he was wearing his glasses, and apparently did not want to 
miss any details. 

‘Not bad, young lady, not bad at all. Do you draw regularly?’ 

‘Sometimes,’ I admitted. 
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‘Primarily portraiture?’ 

I shrugged, not understanding what he meant. 

‘I mean, do you prefer representational drawing, or do you, in general, devote your 
attention to the human countenance?’ 

‘No idea. I draw everything I find interesting.’ 

‘Oh, then I am honoured. You should definitely continue,’ he added, still absorbed in 
the drawing. ‘Perhaps one day you will become a second Kramskoy.’ 

I was flattered, and very glad that for once I actually knew who he was talking about. 
Reproductions of the Unknown Woman decorated many of the houses of my 
childhood, and if it wasn’t this painting it was Serov’s Girl with Peaches, which we 
also had, though only as a small postcard on the bookshelf. Dina always said she 
looked like me. 

Uncle Givi also had the Unknown Woman in a gold frame on the same wall that was 
decorated with the giant portrait of Stalin. To the left of the Unknown Woman was a 
black-and-white photograph of his wife who had died so young, and whose rather 
bashful expression, neat formal hairstyle and mink collar seemed to belong to a 
different century. 

‘Wouldn’t you like to finish your work?’ he asked me. ‘I’ll fetch a proper sheet of 
paper and you can finish the portrait; all right? The Études can wait,’ he added, as if 
trying to make the task more palatable to me. 

Despite my uncertainty, I agreed, because it did seem better than having to go on 
listening to endless lectures about music. He fetched an old, faded sketchbook and put 
it in front of me. I picked up the pencil, hoping he would get up and leave me on my 
own, but I didn’t dare ask him to. He seemed proud that from one moment to the next 
he had become a model, even if only for an adolescent girl. Making a great effort, I 
studied his features more closely and started to sketch more precisely. He had 
beautiful eyes; I wanted to concentrate on them – they should be the focus. They were 
crystal clear, alert, as if the fountainhead of his youth were concealed behind them, 
because in contrast to the rest of his face they were oddly young. 

Just for a moment, time solidified: sounds were suddenly muted, even the ticking of 
the clock on the wall dissolved, the world, everything outside, became muffled and 
quiet. I felt goosebumps rising on my arms, I could hardly bear this concentration, but 
at the same time I sensed that this was a special moment and I didn’t want to miss a 
single movement, not the tiniest impulse. Uncle Givi also seemed to be holding his 
breath; he too seemed to be present in some magical place where everything existed 
simultaneously and, at the same time, nothing had any meaning. 
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I will always think back with such gratitude to this moment, to this eccentric man who 
showed me the power I had within me, that should have served as my compass in life. 
And at the same moment my heart is heavy as lead, because nothing makes me sadder, 
nothing is as ruthless in pulling the ground from under my feet, than the thought that, 
long, long ago, one dreary February afternoon beside the monkey cage in the zoo, I 
exchanged this compass for sheer survival and have never regained it since.  

I didn’t know how long we sat there like that: an eternity, or just five minutes. I passed 
him the drawing with trembling hands. 

‘You have talent, young lady, you have talent. And I think this talent lies not in music, 
but in painting. You should devote yourself to it properly,’ he said quietly, and this 
time he put on his reading glasses to study the drawing more closely. He sat there for a 
while, motionless, and I would have given anything to find out what was going on in 
his head in those seconds. I felt flattered, and at the same time afraid. As if his words 
had placed upon me a responsibility to which I did not feel equal. 

‘May I keep the drawing?’ he asked. 

No one had ever attached such importance to one of my drawings. At home, I was just 
the child who was ‘always scribbling away’; only occasionally did my father cast a 
benevolent eye on my work, or the Babudas praise my ‘imagination’. No one at school 
was interested in my artistic ambitions, and until then I hadn’t been all that keen to 
show my ‘artworks’ around, either. For me, it was just something I did without 
thinking, like breathing or eating. Of course I was still wary, and sceptical as to 
whether his enthusiasm was genuine, but I knew he was a tremendously serious person 
with no real streak of humour or irony, so ultimately I had no choice but to believe 
him. 

And indeed, a few weeks later, I glanced up from the courtyard at the open window of 
his apartment and spotted my simple drawing of his face between his late wife, 
Kramskoy’s Unknown Woman, and the portrait of Stalin. Astonished, overwhelmed, I 
stood there on tiptoe, unable to tear my eyes from this extraordinary constellation. 

Just two days after our fateful encounter, Uncle Givi knocked on our door. The 
Babudas were beside themselves with excitement, as if Jean Gabin himself were 
standing before them (a rare consensus existed between them that Jean Gabin was the 
most beautiful man in the world). All the store cupboards had to offer was laid out on 
the kitchen table, and fresh green tea prepared. After some superficial chit-chat, Uncle 
Givi came to the point. 

‘I think we should no longer oblige young Qeto to honour me with her visits,’ he said, 
and cleared his throat meaningfully.  



 

 
Sample translation © Charlotte Collins, 2021, original text: Nino Haratischwili © Frankfurter Verlagsastalt GmbH 
 

 

28 

‘Why? What has she done? Qeto, what have you been up to?’ Babuda One shouted the 
length of the apartment. 

Upon hearing Uncle Givi’s voice, I had slunk into my bedroom and was listening 
through the thin wall. I guessed that his visit had something to do with me, and I didn’t 
really know what the consequences for me would be. 

‘Oh, no – she is a bright, charming girl, there’s no question about that.’ 

The two Babudas gave an audible sigh of relief. 

‘What is it, then?’ Oliko, Babuda Two, wanted to know. 

‘It’s just that I don’t think her interests tend towards classical music. And neither do 
her talents,’ Uncle Givi confessed, with disarming honesty, leaving the Babudas 
momentarily lost for words. 

‘But interest can be encouraged, ears can be trained…’ Oliko stammered finally. 

‘Passion cannot be aroused with the flick of a switch. And music is a passion – it must 
be a passion. Anything else would be a waste of time, and unworthy of it.’ He cleared 
his throat. ‘However…’ 

‘Yes?’ chorused the Babudas. So much hope resonated in their question! Perhaps there 
was still a possibility, a teeny tiny chance, that I would be permitted to go on visiting 
their idol, this gallant gentleman. 

‘She has a talent that, believe me, is very impressive for her age. Not, however, for 
music, but…’ 

‘But?’ 

This time it was Babuda One, practically bursting with curiosity. 

‘But for fine art, I would suggest. She draws strikingly well. There is no doubt about 
that.’ 

There was a pause, and I was sorry not to be able to see the Babudas’ faces. Were they 
surprised? Disappointed? I was suffused with a sense of triumph; I knew how much 
they valued his opinion. Another clearing of the throat; one of the Babudas coughed, 
and I heard Oliko light herself a cigarette, which was sure to earn her a reproachful 
look from Eter. 

‘Yes, maybe she does draw quite well, but a classical musical education is something 
quite different…’ Babuda One could no longer curb her disappointment. 

‘You should nurture Qeto’s talent. A professional artist should take a look at her 
drawings.’ Uncle Givi’s voice sounded a little more brusque than usual. 
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‘Yes, definitely, definitely, we’ll do that, Eter, won’t we?’ Babuda Two had 
intervened and was trying to lighten the mood again. 

‘You know,’ Uncle Givi tried again, ‘one has to open oneself to music, one has to 
allow it to penetrate one’s soul, to affect it, in the fullest sense of the word, and 
whatever effect it has, one must then expose it to the outside world… Qeto doesn’t 
want to do that. She needs her shell. God knows why, but she needs it.’ This sentence 
– overheard from inside my tiny bedroom – has stuck in my memory. Even now, light 
years away from this place, this moment, it still echoes inside me. I had no way of 
knowing back then how well Uncle Givi was able to read people as well as music. 

The Babudas soon ran out of arguments, and, in their disappointment, admitted defeat. 
Fawning excessively, they thanked Uncle Givi for his visit; no sooner had he left than 
they subjected me to an interminable cross-examination about whether I might have 
done something wrong after all, until a profound melancholy settled on them both and 
you could see them bid farewell to their dream of turning their granddaughter into a 
great musician. 

For all their differences, all the ambiguities apparent in their biographies, my two 
grandmothers were very much people of their time, meaning: they were shaped by 
Soviet thinking, and made a clear distinction between high and low art. Classical 
music, ballet, and certain types of sport particularly popular in the Soviet Union were 
all based on discipline, unrelenting diligence; in order to achieve anything you had to 
play till your fingers were raw, dance till your feet bled, train till you could hardly 
stand, because as an artist or sportsperson you had to be successful, visibly so, 
garlanded with medals and publicly recognised; as an artist, you had to inspire 
limitless admiration and be honoured with trophies. By contrast, anything that came 
easily (and this was how my ability to draw was categorised) was merely frivolous and 
deemed unworthy of support. It was just a pastime, child’s play, and one should not 
encourage the child to assume that life might simply give them something they could 
achieve without hard work – that something that just ‘came naturally’ could make you 
happy in life. 

 

My gaze pauses on the second floor, a tiny section of the photograph in this aerial 
view: the Iashvilis. The only other inhabitants of the red-brick house apart from Uncle 
Givi. Strangely, it is not Levan I see first; it is Nina, his mother, who materialises in 
my mind’s eye. There was something of the Chekhov character about this soft, 
welcoming, affectionate, cultivated woman with the alabaster skin, green eyes and the 
perpetually drowsy gaze of a siren; with her crocheted shawl, her neatly arranged hair, 
and her berets. She worked in the city library and was loved and respected by my 



 

 
Sample translation © Charlotte Collins, 2021, original text: Nino Haratischwili © Frankfurter Verlagsastalt GmbH 
 

 

30 

grandmothers; she was a generation younger than the Babudas, but seemed to have 
much more in common with them than with the other neighbourhood women her age. 
What a lovely trio they made, the Babudas and Nina at our kitchen table, taking turns 
at playing backgammon with one another. From time to time, Nina and Oliko would 
smoke a cigarette, or talk about the book they had just finished reading. Nina supplied 
the Babudas with prohibited books that ordinary mortals could not easily obtain. But 
this idyllic memory is erased, instantly, by that of her terrible, wolf-like howling the 
day Death came knocking unannounced at her door. 

I see Nina’s husband, Rostom, too, clearly before me: his face, his melancholy, the 
outsized spectacles and pale, thinning hair. I see myself entering his darkroom, Dina’s 
favourite place in the whole courtyard. I wonder whether I could ever have imagined 
this apartment being my home, whether I ever thought about living there, believed I 
could be happy there? I don’t remember any more. 

Rostom; yes, Rostom. That silent man who lived in a world of his own. He worked as 
a newspaper photographer; was it for The Communist? Yes, I believe it was; it was a 
reputable job, after all, even if he much preferred to take his large-format portraits 
rather than the state-sanctioned subject matter they generally required. I see the walls 
of that simply furnished apartment, which usually smelled of freshly baked cake; they 
were covered in his photos, and although the portraits were of acquaintances, 
neighbours, family members, it always felt as if, in his pictures, I were seeing them for 
the first time. 

How we children loved giving our expert opinion on the prints pegged up on a 
washing line in the soft red light of his big darkroom. How often I would go there, on 
the pretext of wanting to see Rostom’s photos, to be near his younger son, who would 
never openly admit that he liked me, but would take this as an excuse to brush my 
shoulder, touch my hand. How precious these fragile moments were: just the two of 
us, bathed in red light. 

It was probably the same for Rostom; in that dim light he probably found the peace he 
needed. It was only every now and then, when one of his sons did something naughty 
or Nina’s patience snapped, that he would crawl out into the daylight and feel obliged 
to say something, to act the strict father, although he was probably more acutely aware 
than anyone that neither his eldest, Saba, nor his second son, Levan, feared the 
threatened consequences. How often Levan would laugh at his father’s attempt to be 
stern. And Saba, handsome Saba – ‘Snow White’ – how he hated the nickname my 
brother, fittingly, had foisted upon him. I have to close my eyes for a moment, I have 
to take a deep breath; again I consider running away. 
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How often I’ve wondered whether my brother would have taken the path he did if the 
thing with Saba hadn’t happened. That incredibly beautiful boy with the coal-black 
hair, green eyes, and snow-white skin. The friend my brother loved and needed the 
most. I can’t help smiling when I remember his shyness and clumsiness, which didn’t 
fit at all with his disarming appearance. How unable he was to deal with the female 
attention all his friends, and his brother too, envied him for. But the key to Saba’s 
charm was precisely that he was completely unaware of the effect he had on other 
people, and especially on the opposite sex. He was awkward in female company, 
appeared out of his depth, would always blush if addressed directly; he seemed to need 
my daredevil brother, with his brisk approach, as someone he could imitate, someone 
he could lean on, in order to cope in this world full of demands and expectations. 

I’ve never understood why he often felt so uneasy – he had all he needed to be 
admired, loved, even idolised – but perhaps he inherited it from his father, perhaps he 
too needed a darkroom that would give him the necessary security, the necessary 
freedom. He too would have been a good character in a novel, but not from the 
Chekhovian universe; no – more a character from a French novel, by Flaubert or 
Proust, perhaps. To me, this made the fact that he selected my brother, of all people, to 
be his best friend even more absurd. My brother Rati represented everything Saba was 
not. Rati was the figurehead in a man’s world that was utterly alien to Saba; he spoke 
the language of the street, he had the kind of masculinity that was esteemed and 
respected in our country. But my brother’s motivation in this unequal friendship is still 
a mystery to me; to this day I cannot explain what my headstrong, radical, restless, 
rebellious brother was looking for, and found, in the company of this sensitive boy 
who personified everything Rati scoffed at. Because Saba was the opposite of him: 
quiet, introverted, reticent, bashful, and, above all, easily scared. I never once saw 
Saba harass anyone, let alone use any kind of physical or verbal violence, all of which 
were everyday occurrences for Rati and the rest of his entourage. Somewhere deep 
inside my brother there must have been a hidden piece of him that yearned for Saba’s 
level-headedness and self-sufficiency. 

Rati’s protection guaranteed Saba a kind of untouchability that he needed in order to 
be himself. And the price of this untouchability was having to accompany Rati and his 
friends to fights and quarrels. Saba’s job was to act as a kind of peacemaker in their 
various razborki3 , and to rein things in if the situation got out of control. 

All of a sudden I hear it: Levan’s unnaturally deep voice, as if he had smoked a cigar a 
day from the age of ten; that slightly cocky tone, always with a hint of provocation. I 
gulp; something tightens in my throat. The smell of him is in my nostrils, that tense, 

                                                
3 Russian slang: showdown, usually on the street 
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leathery smell of someone who is always searching, who never found what it was he 
yearned for. Levan was a whirlwind of energy, an explosive, fearless, eternal child. 
When I think of my schooldays, I always think of some practical joke, some prank, for 
which he was responsible, and I see the shame on his mother’s face, summoned to the 
school because of his rebellious behaviour. Although he often made me incandescent 
with rage with his hectic manner and stupid remarks, for me he was the nicest of 
Rati’s friends. He radiated such an enviable optimism, such an exuberant positivity, 
that it was impossible to resist his charm. He was the black sheep of the Iashvili 
family, the rest of whom were rather melancholic and tended to be sentimental and 
gloomy. If our headmistress had not held Nina in such high regard, because of her 
position and her refinement, he would have been expelled from school on numerous 
occasions. 

Levan was smaller and more agile than his elder brother; he too had thick, curly hair, 
though his features were a little coarser than those of the dandyish Saba; but the 
brothers had identical eyes – fringed with thick eyelashes, large and permanently 
astonished, permanently on the lookout for something; Saba’s bright green, Levan’s 
marsh-green. When was it I last looked into Levan’s eyes? I don’t know, and it doesn’t 
matter now. But I think of his curls, and in my mind my fingers move instinctively to 
run through his thick mane. 

I don’t know why, but the Iashvili brothers fascinated me from a very early age. The 
way these contrasts came together in the two brothers was like something out of a 
movie, as if Nature had done her best to create exact polar opposites, an almost too 
specific symmetry of difference. I couldn’t help liking Levan for his impetuosity, his 
emotionality and warmth, even though being in his presence could be very demanding. 
With time, I got used to being around him, and found it disconcerting whenever he 
disappeared from view for a while. Even when I didn’t know exactly where he was, I 
could be sure he would reappear at any moment. 

When did this contrary attachment begin? All I remember is that at some point I 
noticed, with puzzlement, that his attitude towards me would shift abruptly whenever 
we were alone. This occurred very rarely, but when it did, he would change from one 
moment to the next into an inquisitive, seemingly rather awkward boy who was 
constantly asking questions. I liked his thirst for knowledge and answered his 
questions diligently, happy to supply whatever information he was seeking. Whether it 
was about my cultural preferences, or my drawings, which he happened to come 
across on our balcony and which fascinated him for some reason, no sooner were we 
alone in the courtyard than he would bombard me with questions. If anyone joined us, 
even if it was only one of the Babudas, he quickly slipped back into his customary role 
and was as dismissive towards me as ever. 
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We maintained this peculiar relationship for years, and eventually I began to find it 
annoying. His behaviour made no sense to me; I couldn’t understand why he sought 
out my company and yet seemed embarrassed by it, but I didn’t pluck up courage to 
raise it with him. Instead, I got used to this edgy secret, and, as I got older, even began 
to find it exciting. It was a special thing that I shared with him, and this specialness 
was reserved for me alone – to the others, he remained a hoodlum. I enjoyed this 
exclusivity, enjoyed his inexhaustible curiosity, his ambiguous looks during our 
meetings, which always came about by chance, randomly, were never pre-arranged. 

Over the years, I developed a kind of routine during these encounters. I could tell, 
when we were alone and he glanced around hastily to check that we definitely 
wouldn’t be disturbed, that he was about to get to the point. ‘Why do you always draw 
our courtyard from the same perspective?’ – ‘I’ve got a cool new album by this really 
wacky Englishwoman called Kate Bush, do you want to listen and tell me what you 
think?’ – ‘Red suits you, why don’t you wear it more often?’ – ‘Do you like classical 
music, too?’ His questions were often complete non sequiturs, fired at me one after 
another. I sometimes had the feeling that he collected questions in the time between 
our meetings, and waited for the next opportunity to subject me to one of his cross-
examinations. 

Little by little, I started to see a certain logic in this scattergun questioning, and I 
answered more quickly, too. I no longer had any trouble switching from my music 
preferences to certain drawing techniques, from my favourite meal to some argument 
in school and then to the new film showing at the Apollo. In time, I learned to infer 
Levan’s interests from the questions he asked. The questions betrayed so much about 
him, and I gained a new, different image of this boy, one that, for some secret reason, 
he was prepared to reveal only to me.  

He was mad about music; not only did he love classical music, he was also 
unexpectedly knowledgeable about it. He too had been forced by his mother to spend 
long afternoons with Uncle Givi, but with him, in contrast to me, it had obviously 
borne fruit. He was quite interested in art, but unlike his brother Saba he wouldn’t 
admit this in so many words, not even to me, not wanting to compromise his image as 
the tough, unassailable hoodlum. However, he seemed to long for someone with 
whom he could share his soft side. I was the one he had chosen, and I accepted our 
secret exchanges as a small, unexpected gift. Sometimes I wondered what was actually 
stopping me from simply crossing the courtyard and going to visit him, so we could 
conduct our conversations in the quiet atmosphere they needed; but something in me 
sensed that if I did, I would jeopardise our tentative, over-careful closeness, and I let it 
be. 
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And so how would someone describe us, the Kipianis, the last inhabitants of the 
courtyard? ‘The Kipianis’ – yes, that was what we were called there, the surname 
standing for all three generations in our three-room apartment; so many years, so many 
pasts and possible versions of the future combined in one, so many contrasts, so many 
incinerated dreams… 

The Babudas: how I miss them. They mark the beginning of my personal chronology. 
Babuda One, Babuda Two. Two beginnings of one and the same story. Before I came 
into the world, my brother called them both Bebia, or simply ‘Grandmother’. This, 
however, was a constant source of confusion. Whenever my brother called for Bebia, 
both women would turn their heads and bustle over to compete in industrious 
solicitude, neither wanting to play second fiddle to the other. When their constant 
rivalry started to get on my brother’s nerves, he decided to revoke their grandmother 
status, for both of them. Initially, to their horror, he called them by their first names – 
Eter, our paternal grandmother, and Oliko, our maternal grandmother – before later 
settling on the designation babuda, ‘grandfather’s sister’. There was no logic to it, but 
his childish intuition succeeded in defusing the conflict. He also gave them numbers: 
Eter became Babuda One, Oliko Babuda Two. 

Babuda One was born the year the short-lived Georgian democracy was annexed by 
the Bolsheviks, which she always said was ‘no coincidence’. There was certainly a 
connection between the democracy’s violent end and her own striving for autonomy 
and discipline. She was very austere, an intellectual, in the strict sense of the word, but 
she was also inclined to mysticism, and had a soft spot for the heroic. She claimed that 
she was born in that fateful year because only life’s chosen ones are forced to endure 
such upheaval. The universe had known that she would be capable of dealing with this 
personal challenge. She was all too inclined to forget that these were challenges faced 
by her entire people, not least as her main objective was to demonstrate her superiority 
to Babuda Two, who didn’t come into the world until two years later, in a year that 
was much less heavy with symbolism. 

Their rather ridiculous competitiveness was a theme that governed both their lives, as 
if everything – absolutely everything – had to be subordinated to their coquettish 
rivalry. I would have loved to have known when it started, and, above all, which of 
them started it. I sometimes thought that they only came into this world to make life 
difficult for each other; that my parents, too, had married for the sole purpose of 
bringing these two abrasive, headstrong rivals and soulmates together, and absolutely 
not in order to beget my brother and me, or to be happy in their short marriage. 

The Babudas were alike in precisely the same number of ways they were radically 
different. It was a constant friction that released an energy that kept them both alive. 
Over the years, they seemed to become increasingly dependent on this source of 
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energy, and if ever they were not in dispute over something, if ever no external 
conflict presented itself, a difference of opinion would be conjured up out of nowhere, 
a quarrel provoked. Their arguments seemed to inspire them, to spur them on to 
perform their best; this was how they kept their minds and spirits alert, like people 
who take daily exercise in order to stay on form. 

They were the mainstays of our family, as if they, and not my parents, were the ones 
who had sought each other out, as if it were not mere coincidence that they had been 
brought together by the marriage of their children, but there had been some secret 
cosmic plan that they had been following since childhood. 

Eter’s stories about her childhood always featured characters that seemed to belong in 
a fairy tale: there were governesses from Dresden and sewing teachers from Krakow, 
there was even an Armenian riding instructor for her younger brother. I imagined my 
grandmother as a chubby-cheeked girl with turquoise bows in her hair and little patent 
leather shoes like the ones I had seen in our old English edition of Alice in 
Wonderland; sitting, ramrod straight, in a light-filled room, her face serious, 
embroidering robins on a cloth handkerchief. This blissful, light-filled childhood sent 
a shiver down my spine, because I knew from the stories that darkness and gloom 
would soon descend upon them and an evil enchantment would be laid over the 
beautiful house with the curved arches and the gilded mirrors: the Bolsheviks would 
come and take it all away. In my childish imagination, the Bolsheviks were all evil 
powers of darkness, they wore black robes and had a third eye in the middle of their 
forehead, like the Cyclops in our book of Greek mythology that I so loved as a child. 
What I didn’t understand at the time was that these Bolsheviks had not come and gone 
away again, but had stayed with us for more than seventy years, and I too was living 
among them. 

I still recall the scene in which Eter’s father, a genteel silk manufacturer, was taken 
away one night: the image in my mind is every bit as vivid as it was back then, when I 
listened to this terrible story wide-eyed and open-mouthed. 

I see them before me: the sinister men who come to pick him up at three o’clock in the 
morning while the city is still fast asleep; I hear the mother crying, hear the father 
comfort and reassure his wife; see him, head held high as he politely asks the 
Bolsheviks not to touch him; he will get into the car by himself, with dignity. And the 
evil Bolsheviks lower their eyes in shame, embarrassed by such composure, and little 
Eter, woken by the noise, runs barefoot into the living room, and the father tells her 
it’s just a game, like hide-and-seek for grown-ups, and she mustn’t be afraid, he’s 
going to hide in a ‘very safe place’. 



 

 
Sample translation © Charlotte Collins, 2021, original text: Nino Haratischwili © Frankfurter Verlagsastalt GmbH 
 

 

36 

The light-filled room was exchanged for a dark, damp pit near the Ortachala fortress 
where they didn’t know anyone, and where the residents were all workers’ families 
with whom they had nothing in common. ‘They had nothing but contempt for us; they 
thought we saw ourselves as superior,’ she always stressed when she got to this bit of 
the story. The letters from Astrakhan, where her father had been deported, became 
increasingly sporadic, and her mother contracted tuberculosis. When Eter, barely 
seventeen, married a young Bolshevik obsessed with the Permanent Revolution who 
extolled Marxism as humanity’s last resort, she had high hopes that, in so doing, she 
would be able to raise her family out of destitution and bring her father home. As 
children of a ‘traitor to the motherland’, they had no chance of either going to 
university or getting a decent job.  

Her hopes turned to ashes. First, she received a letter from Astrakhan saying that the 
prisoner had been conscripted to work on a construction project and died in an 
accident; then the Great Patriotic War was declared, and both her brother, Guram, and 
her new husband were posted to the front. The following year, her beloved brother, 
who wrote poems in German and sang Puccini arias ‘like no other’, was killed in 
action on the Kerch Peninsula. ‘He wasn’t made for war; he had the soul of a swan,’ 
Eter would say at this juncture, and I would try to imagine a Guram who wasn’t my 
father of the same name, a Guram who wrote poems in German and had a swan’s soul, 
but with the best will in the world I didn’t succeed. 

She barely knew her husband any more, only from the letters he wrote her from the 
front, in which she tried desperately tried to see him as a war hero, given that he was 
not suited to being a romantic one. He left only one significant trace in her life, and 
even that was simply because, as Fate would have it, he was wounded in the final year 
of the war and was transferred to a hospital in Tbilisi to recover. It must have been 
while he was there that my father was conceived. Guram was already a half-orphan 
when he came into the world: scarcely had his father recovered than he was sent back 
into battle, and did not survive the last days of the war. 

Eter’s status as a young war widow made her life a little more bearable; she swallowed 
her anger and disappointments like bitter but necessary medicine, rolled up her sleeves 
and began to reinvent her life. She gave her son the name of her beloved brother, 
Guram, and recalled the things that had made her happy. She thought of the light-filled 
afternoons in which she and her brother Guram had vied with each other by reciting 
poetry, competing for praise from their German governess, Martha. Now, she returned 
again and again to this magical place, retrieving what had been left behind. And 
although many were surprised – the war was only just over, and German the language 
of the enemy – she decided to study German, because for her there was another 
Germany, too: Martha’s Germany, the Germany of her father, where he had often 
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travelled on business, the Germany of the Brothers Grimm and Heine and Kleist and 
Novalis and Hölderlin – and, of course, her beloved Goethe. 

She studied German, and even got a scholarship, which just about enabled her to get 
by. The number of times my brother and I had to listen to her saying that German 
language and culture had saved her life… She remained loyal to the language until the 
end; she found comfort and warmth in it, goodness, and nobility – everything life had 
denied her after her father’s arrest and abduction. My brother used to play a trick that 
never failed: she would get terribly upset and indignant every time he said that 
German sounded ‘like a jackhammer’, and that he refused to learn it. 

I actually regret that I didn’t somehow document the hours of squabbling and 
argument between her and Babuda Two about the advantages of the German versus 
the French language. These were gladiatorial battles, true masterclasses in the art of 
the verbal duel. The absurd arguments that were sometimes put forward, all the 
citations: The Nibelungen Saga versus The Song of Roland, Goethe versus Racine, 
Voltaire versus Kant, Musil versus Proust. These constant quarrels, the never-ending 
arguments, this comparison of French and German virtues was the ongoing 
accompaniment to my childhood. And we all knew that there could be no winner in 
this battle, that there would always be an unsatisfactory draw. 

‘German is the most wonderful language in the world, if for no other reason than that 
only one little ‘I’ stands between “life” and “love”,’ said Babuda One at the breakfast 
table one sunny morning. My father was buried in his newspaper, my brother and I 
were squabbling about something, Oliko had the radio on in the background, playing 
kitschy folk songs: everything as usual. Already we could all sense the epic discussion 
looming up on the horizon.  

‘Deda, please, not again, and especially not now!’ my father groaned. 

‘What? It needs to be said.’ 

Satisfied, Eter glanced in Oliko’s direction. She was acting as if she hadn’t heard, but 
you could see she respected her rival and thought this a very skilful opening. 

‘Would you pass me the butter, please, little sunbeam?’ said Oliko, turning to my 
brother. 

Eter did not expect praise, but you could tell she felt the banality of this sentence 
represented a small victory. She went on eating contentedly. The counterattack came 
just as we were all about to rise from the table. 

‘And do you know why French is the most beautiful language in the world?’ 
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Oliko’s flashing eyes rested on each of us for a moment. (We were accustomed to the 
fact that we were always drawn into these eternal arguments; we were their arena, we 
spurred them on; without us the game would be pointless and boring.) 

‘Because it’s only in French that orgasm is described as a “little death”.’ La petite 
mort, she added, with relish, in her elegant French. 

My father choked on his tea.  

‘Have you completely lost your mind? The children are at the table!’ Eter immediately 
interjected heatedly. But her rebuke was half-hearted; you could sense that she felt 
admiration for her opponent. 

‘What’s an orgasm?’ asked my brother, and beamed at the two elderly women, 
feigning innocence. 

 

Eter Kipiani was considered a great authority at the German faculty of the state 
university where she worked, first as a professor, later as head of department. Her son, 
my father Guram, was old beyond his years; he tried to meet his mother’s high 
intellectual standards and, even when he was still just a schoolboy, to keep pace with 
his mother’s favourite students, about whom she talked all the time. She confided in 
her son, telling him all her worries and problems, but she underestimated the 
emotional burden this placed on him. Over the course of his life, my father developed 
a certain strategy for dealing with his dominant mother, which he adhered to until she 
died: he gave her what she wanted to hear and see, and kept to himself all that really 
worried him or weighed on his mind. To this day, I am convinced that this was 
precisely where the two Babudas’ perpetual rivalry began: in my father’s heart. 

From a very young age, Father displayed tremendous enthusiasm for the natural 
sciences. Listening to his class teacher, his mother nodded silently, then observed, 
with a touch of regret in her voice, ‘I would so have liked to spark his interest in the 
essentials of life…’  

The teacher looked at Eter in bewilderment. ‘I was planning to enter him for the 
National Student Mathematics Olympiad!’ Eter just shrugged. 

He won the Olympiad, and the following year he was sent to the Komarov School for 
gifted children, where he learned alongside other bespectacled maths geniuses. It was 
there, however, that he discovered his great passion: physics. And, after graduating top 
of his class – with the ‘Red Diploma’ that was mentioned so often, especially to my 
brother – he decided that physics was what he would study. Thanks to 
recommendations from some of his teachers, he managed to get accepted by the 
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Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology, one of the most elite institutes in the 
Soviet Union. 

 

The fate of my mother’s mother, Babuda Two – officially Olga, but generally known 
as Oliko – was no less tragic than that of her eternal adversary. She too came into the 
world in the confusion of the Sovietisation of Georgia, and, as a child of the 
bourgeoisie, she, like Eter, would have had everything required to lead a carefree, 
lightly stepping life. A beautiful one, above all. Because, unlike my father’s mother, 
she was an aesthete to the core; every part of her was thoroughly addicted to beauty. 
She judged everything in the world by its beauty, and once she decided a thing was 
beautiful – a flower, a person, a house, a cat or a book – it was the object of her 
absolute delight, at least until her next discovery. She had to be continuously in love: 
with the world, with people, with herself. She had to be enraptured, besotted, drunk on 
all that surrounded her in order to feel alive. This characteristic, I’m sure of it, was 
what saved her life so often and prevented her, despite all her grievous losses – 
including, in the end, the loss of her own child – from becoming bitter or forfeiting her 
greatest gift: the ability to seek miracles in every commonplace thing. Yes, Babuda 
One was certainly right when she said Oliko was like a butterfly: fluttering, beautiful, 
but utterly inconstant. Sometimes her interest would fade as fast as it had flared up, 
and of course most of her plans and projects were never realised; which Eter, a very 
conscientious woman, found deeply suspect, but for Oliko, that wasn’t what really 
mattered. 

Looking back today, I can hardly think of anyone else who possessed this unqualified 
capacity for happiness. And the fact that life was so miserly in the amount of 
happiness it granted her seems to me as unfair as it is stupid. Because life should make 
concessions to a person who is prepared to celebrate it every day; it should dance with 
them their whole life long. But as is so often the case, life didn’t care what 
expectations we had of it; and with Oliko, it was above all the Bolsheviks who didn’t 
care. 

Oliko’s father was a surgeon, and a Francophile social democrat: one of the first, an 
ardent supporter of the republic that only managed to survive in his sunny homeland 
for three years. Although his brother, who had managed to emigrate to France before 
the revolution, proposed that he come and join him, he decided to stay in his 
homeland. Things wouldn’t get that bad: that was what he kept repeating, until the day 
he was dispossessed and humiliated, picked up by black-clad Chekists and thrown into 
Metekhi prison. (Oliko always called them ‘Chekists’, and it was some time before I 
realised that the Chekists and the Bolsheviks were one and the same.) Apparently he 
always insisted that they would think twice before putting the head physician of the 
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Mikhailovsky Hospital behind bars. And then, when he was arrested, according to 
Oliko he didn’t say a word; he just pulled out a suitcase, already packed, from 
underneath his bed. 

Over the years, this battered brown suitcase became a symbol – also for me – of all the 
colossal, eruptive forces that can smash into our lives from one day to the next, laying 
waste to everything we have established with years and years of hard work.  

Long, agonising months of uncertainty began. For nights on end, Oliko’s mother stood 
outside Metekhi prison, which was packed full of people who couldn’t bring 
themselves to worship false idols. 

‘Deportation would have been worse. At least he could hope he would stay in his 
home town, near his family.’ At this point, Eter would regularly interrupt, as if she 
needed to compete with her dearly beloved rival even about degrees of suffering. At 
the latest when Oliko started to tell the story of the only meeting between her mother 
and father – how her mother managed to bribe the guards to smuggle inside the thick 
prison walls the parcel of food and a few clean clothes she had put together with the 
utmost difficulty; and how her father, sick and weak with diphtheria, dropped the 
parcel because his hands were shaking too badly – Eter would have had enough, and 
would interrupt Oliko with some pointed remark. At least her mother had succeeded in 
getting something to her father... Oliko would lose her temper, and would snap at 
Babuda One in her characteristic, high-pitched voice: ‘How dare you presume to say 
such a thing! You have no idea what it was like for my mother, or how we felt! At 
least they left you your mother; mine was snatched away from me as well…’ 

And so the whole drama would start again from the beginning, with, in the main roles: 
Eter, the stern, disciplined, harsh mother of our father, and Oliko, the dreamy, 
eternally romantic, childishly enthusiastic mother of our dead mother. 

Scenes like these usually ended with one of the two taking offence and storming out of 
the room, ceding the field to her rival. Either way, though, we remained in the clutches 
of their stories. To us, there didn’t seem to be much difference between them: they 
were equally sad, equally horrifying, and equally far removed. My brother and I were 
condemned to be eternal listeners; even my brother, who distanced himself so from his 
family later on, in his uncompromising rebellion, understood back then that they 
needed us even more than we needed them. That their tragedies and comedies had 
always played out behind closed doors, and that this in itself may have constituted the 
biggest drama of their lives.  

Oliko’s father was spared the gulag. The ignoble conditions in the prison, the non-
existent hygiene, and above all the dehumanisation of his fellow inmates by the guards 
that the cheerful doctor was forced to witness soon resulted in his death. And just 
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when the family thought the worst was behind them, their mother too was taken away 
and deported, to Pechora, in the autonomous republic of Komi. Packed together like 
cattle on a small boat with cramped, windowless cabins, they cut through the high 
waves of the White Sea, voyaging to the end of the world, to where survival was only 
possible if you set your humanity aside, like a gorgeous silken cloak that proves 
useless in the depths of winter. 

Then came the part that brought tears to my brother’s eyes and mine, no matter how 
often we had heard it, and how well we knew each word Oliko would use to describe 
what she only found out many years later from a survivor: how her mother, in the 
Arctic wilderness, in the unimaginable cold, had taught the other women in the camp 
Georgian polyphony, and how they had sung ‘Cicinatela’ together while chopping 
wood. At this point, Oliko’s voice would crack, and there followed an unbearable 
silence that none of us could bring ourselves to fill. 

Oliko’s sister, who, according to Oliko, had never in her life so much as scrambled an 
egg but would read in three different languages for days on end, felt duty-bound to 
find a way of ensuring that she and her sister were secure. And so, like my Babuda 
One, she married an apparatchik (another word that seemed strange and threatening to 
me, like a dangerous magical creature from a fairy tale): a member of the NKVD. She 
said ‘I do’ to a man she profoundly despised. All her life Oliko was unable to shake 
her guilt about the sacrifice her sister had made for her. They survived – and also 
survived the war that caused the whole world to tremble and turned the clock back to 
year zero. 

When Oliko’s ambitious apparatchik brother-in-law was offered a position on the 
Supreme Board of the National Economy in Moscow, Oliko stayed behind on her 
own. Her brother-in-law did at least leave her his spacious apartment near the 
university, where she enrolled to study French language and literature, which she saw 
as a way of giving her father the respect he was due. In her first year, she promptly fell 
in love with a young professor whom she called ‘my troubadour’, and flung herself 
head-first into the adventure of love. She had grown into a very attractive young 
woman. (I can still see all the black-and-white photos with the serrated edges that 
immortalised her as such.) She was dainty, and exuded an aura of timelessness, quite 
unlike the dismal, ominous, post-war reality. People had experienced too much horror; 
now they thirsted for beauty, and Oliko was ready to give a great deal. At first they 
had to keep their love a secret; she was his student, after all, although only slightly 
younger than him. And so they had clandestine meetings in covered passageways and 
in the shadowy, cobbled alleys of the Old Town. It was probably in this period, when 
she had to spread her love across the whole of the city and its hiding places, that Oliko 
absorbed Tbilisi as if it were a poem. 
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‘Ninoshvili Street is good for eating plums and telling jokes.’ She would often come 
out with peculiar comments like this. ‘You can exchange wonderful kisses behind the 
caravanserai; there’s a gorgeous rose garden there.’ 

It seems her love was only suited to hiding places, covert whispers and surreptitious 
glances, because it wilted as soon as it was dragged into the daylight, like a shade-
loving plant that is scorched by too much sun. On the way to the registry office, Oliko 
already sensed that the magic was fading, but she couldn’t bring herself to torpedo the 
event she had yearned for for so long. Her marriage lasted precisely one year. Oliko 
made a great effort to be a model housewife, even giving up her post as a teacher of 
French language and literature. But her troubadour had long since metamorphosed into 
a typical Caucasian man, who expected his shirts ironed and laid out on the chair every 
morning and a hot meal when he got home. Oliko was dying of boredom, and she took 
to going on long walks, humming French songs to herself along the way. It was with 
one of these songs that she captivated a well-dressed gentleman in a smart hat, who 
was looking around for a new apartment in the aftermath of a painful divorce. 

The well-dressed gentleman was a gallant engineer and an enthusiastic mountaineer, 
which is how Oliko discovered her love for the Caucasian mountains. Her love of 
mountains outlasted this second short and similarly childless marriage. It was after her 
second separation that Oliko finally found her vocation, to which she remained true all 
her life. She started to translate French literature. At this point in the story she liked to 
add, giggling like a little girl, that she had lost her translator’s virginity to Anatole 
France. Husbands came and went, but France, La Rochefoucauld, Rolland, Balzac, 
Sand, Flaubert, Verne, Montaigne, and her ‘great love’, Baudelaire, some of which she 
translated illegally for samizdat publication, all remained. 

At the Union of Soviet Writers she got to know the editor of the poetry committee, her 
third and last husband and our unknown grandfather. This respectable editor with the 
heroic literary name of Tariel loved poetry, good wine and beautiful women, and was 
preceded by a valiant reputation – he was actually present at the storming of the 
Reichstag in Berlin, and a cluster of medals adorned his breast. Oliko’s third marriage 
ultimately left her with something far more meaningful than the mountains or the 
city’s secret alleyways: a daughter, whom she christened Esma, after a woman she had 
met while hiking up Mount Kazbek. The woman had given her goat’s milk to drink so 
Oliko’s beauty would bring her and her goats good luck. And although Oliko detested 
goat’s milk, legend has it that she drank down the whole pitcher. 

Tariel was a good father, but he was not a good husband. His hunger for wine and 
women was insatiable, and after five years the marriage ended in divorce. Shortly 
before Rati was born, Tariel died of a heart attack en route to a tryst with his new 
flame. 
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Esma grew into an adventurous young woman, and met my father in the city her 
mother-in-law so despised. She became our mother, and lived her life entirely without 
speed limits, until one dull, damp February morning, at dizzying speed – but that’s 
another story, and I’m still telling you about our courtyard. 

 

I stand for a while staring at our front windows, which look so tiny, viewed from 
above. I think of my father, Guram. I learned early on to leave him alone with his 
formulae. Words always seemed to be burdensome, unnecessary for him. He would 
politely answer every question, but never wasted so much as a sentence that had no 
purpose. But what he was least able to talk about was feelings. 

There were actually only two subjects on which he did not ration his words: physics, 
and jazz, with which he was infected as a student and which on many occasions in his 
life provided him with a refuge. As did Moscow; he loved this city, and the time he 
had spent there. Perhaps because that was where he, the bespectacled swot, made real 
friends for the first time. In Moscow, as a student at the renowned Institute of Physics 
and Technology, he was among like-minded people, and was no longer the smart-
aleck loner whom no one really trusted. When he came home for the vacation, his 
mother, we were told, barely recognised him: his shirts were no longer starched and 
buttoned up to the neck, he wore his hair longer than was approved of by socialist 
doctrine, his bushy eyebrows appeared striking instead of ridiculous, he no longer 
shuffled, his shoulders seemed broader; and so, head held high and carrying a smart 
briefcase, he stepped into the courtyard in which he had grown up and everyone turned 
to look at him. 

In that big, grey city he also met his personal god: the Nobel Prize-winner Alexander 
Mikhailovich Prokhorov, a trailblazer in the field of quantum electronics who quickly 
became his surrogate father and mentor. He chose him to be his doctoral supervisor, 
and the great scientist, the deputy director of the quantum electronics laboratory at the 
Lebedev Institute, offered him a post there as a researcher. For Guram, it was a dream 
come true. He moved out of the hostel, embarked on his life as a pathologically 
ambitious scientist, got involved in subversive artistic circles, and fell for his second 
great passion, jazz. How often Rati and I had to listen to the history of Soviet jazz! He 
could enthuse forever about the empty warehouses and abandoned factory buildings 
where forbidden jazz sessions were held, which resembled the secret meetings of a 
sect, with each initiate only allowed to bring one other guest. And so it was that, one 
day, someone brought along my mother. 

He was ‘deeply impressed’ by her from the moment he first saw her, my father told us, 
and this was possibly the most emotional description he could be persuaded to give. I 
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believe him: a man like him had to have been impressed by the young woman with the 
pert page-boy haircut and the nervous gestures of a driven person who doesn’t have a 
second to lose. 

He was extremely surprised when he got talking to her and learned that she too was 
from Georgia, about to graduate in art history from Lomonosov University. She had 
been excessively delighted by this discovery, he said, as if they were the only two 
Georgians in the whole of Russia. This young woman with the name that evoked the 
snow-capped Caucasian mountains became Rati’s, and my, mother. 

 

I tear my gaze away from the photograph, and turn around. 

[...] 


