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A Word from the Editor:

The English translation of The Story of My Life by Akaki Tsereteli was performed by
a prominent British scholar and translator, Professor at the London University (QMW)
- Mr. Donald Rayfield, whose prolific works in the field of Kartvelology are well known
to Georgian readers. It will suffice to mention books: The Literature of Georgia: A History
(edited three times in London and Oxford, in 1994, 2000, 2010); A Comprehensive Georgian-
English Dictionary, over 140,000 entries (Editor in chief D. Rayfield. London, Garnett
Press, 2006, 2 vls. xI+1727 pp); articles: Georgian dendronyms, Sheepkeeping terminology
in the Caucasus, Georgian ornithonyms and their relation to Caucasian and Armenian, and
Medieval Migraine: Georgian and Folklore, as well as: “The Heroic Ethos in Georgian and
Russian folk poetry.

Especially should be noted Donald Rayfield’s translations: Ten poems by Galaktion
Tabidze; three narrative poems by Vazha-Pshavela (Aluda Ketelauri, Host and Guest, The
Snake-Eater); a narrative poem by Ilia Chavchavadze King Dimitri’s Sacrifice; a Georgian
folk poem The Young Man and the Leopard , and poems by some modern young Georgian
poets, etc.

At present Donald Rayfield is completeing work on the translation of Otar Chiladze’s
novel “Avellum”,

The publication of the English translation of The Story of My Life is taking place with
a considerable delay - the book was translated as early as 20 years ago to commemorate
the 150th birthday of Akaki Tsereteli. Unfortunately, it was not possible to publish it in
Georgia until now. For the convenience of those who study the English language, we found
it appropriate to publish parallel, bilingual texts.
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PART ONE

Everything in creation, animate or inanimate, visible or invisible, is
subject to the same universal law: it is born, it grows, it ages and it dies. Take
water for example. Water! Even an ordinary river cannot escape this immutable
process: right from birth, whether it begins as water on some remote mountain
slope or whether it starts, like a child beginning to toddle, by slowly seeping
through the ground, it will grow as it descends, strengthening its hold on life
until it tumbles and burbles into a gorge, where, like an unbridled, hotblooded,
confident and arrogant youth looking for adventure, it now brooks no resistance
and is deterred by nothing. It runs and leaps onwards, crashing and roaring...
It leaps on to immovable boulders and pits all its strength against walls of rock,
attacking from all directions trying to break down and sweep away whatever
opposes it. But unable to do so, it nevertheless sweeps down triumphantly towards
the groves. Here, filled with pride, moulded in a deep riverbed, contented, manly
and haughty, it flows in endless, quiet eddies. It heads along its long course
towards the sea, murmuring as it goes, and the closer it gets to its inevitable
destination, like an old man, the less haste it shows, and finally it pauses for a
while. It spreads out in a lake as though it wants to take one last look behind it,
to survey its past, the long eventful course it has taken before being swallowed
up for ever to perish in the abysses of the ocean.

Generally, I love children; I have the deepest respect for the elderly; I
give manhood the esteem it deserves. But my real fondness is for youth: youth
inspires me with the most ecstatic affection.

I suppose the reason must be that of all waters I prefer the capricious
stream of the gorge to any other sort of river, and above all other streams I put
the Chikhura. The Chikhura was my very own font and my first mirror.

On a piece of high ground on the banks of the Chikhura stands a two-
storey house made of stone and lime. This rough building has the height of a
small tower, the length of a hall and the thickness of a fortress, but resembles
none of these. It was in this house that I am told I was born at dawn on the 9th
June 1840, although 1841 is written on my baptismal certificate. No sooner has a
human child appeared on earth than a star, already inscribed with his or her fate,



03030 BIGIMIT0 « £IB0 1D63830ILI3ITN

obs Jgg9boco, dobo 3900l gobbygamagos 358obgg (3089 0Fgogds, Fobobfodo
Sgfodfghomm! ovy gb dobaoamos, gdgo ob ohab, dmd hgdl gobbgmmogba-
53 dgdgao Fooko fobhgdmans:

»JO®0 o3 (3bmggamo sbob,

bdob of3009bb Bemdroor Jmdobom,

530bmgob Amhmbl 539093L,

bbgobogob 3o goo gmdbom®.

03 m330m39 ©o38>gdnmagad oy obo, gogob Bgdgboo aobadgdman
do30hg3b oo Bbob aodobbmmo o bobobamoob aoagdmano doboyds dg-
209305, 5 g 4o dgdosb 358obgg avgmmobogod. vo, bhmgmd dmdyzgdmeos
boagmdg o3 2330gb a0¥gdabhgdmm ,d5dom Aggbm“-bogom (3mbgdmmo gooos-
hgdo: ,30b0338°mg Agdb go4mb! (85383mBobob gogmb 3gdobrobgh) 5dob ods-
0853 bipam bbgoboodo ogmm: ©o0dos ghmo domsi womgobdgams, 35380b-
Jmans o obg goggdos beymo, bmd 3bobElb obo bddhogoom! gb oebdg 0dob
3030dbmdooo: booob Lo dmggoom? o 85800b 4o ammdgdmybomo gambo
o hJdg@e confyml.. ghmo-mdo sogi; BgdmnoEmbs bgaro o danogh bdo
sdmomgdobom! gob mbobogh 2dob Bodomo? b ozobmoom®

53ab bbggdo ©38mdgb. ook, byyam ooddg go30bmeo, o »3 Lozomb
b0 gobgo mbosdmgbgdai dmmbogbos: ghobgan Rodmbmans Aggbbs dgbma-
anob godgamo ©s, dmdzobobo bmd gubobogad, Mo dgedh: ,gm0dgl.. hgdo go-
booao by dmdoggogds, gb 853830 obg o30bob, Gmd Lfmbgo bymgamo ao-
dongom!..“ Rgd asdogamb bfygbos gb s mdobmbbos: ,,dbmamd oo bymgaom?!
obggamm®os o sbgganm¥gdlb Jgbz0bobl.. 030 gorodadgdoml.. byangangdo Smao
0d39b39b dmogombgm® o bbgobol.. fomodadsygdmansb oo bzgdosh ghods-
bgob. Aggblb a03gmb Aggbo dmbadbobimdggdo dm3bdabgdosk, dgmdamaobob —
dom0; dmanmb Jomdo@mbgdoy hobgmansb (hoboggobhggamos, dbmmme body-
30005 ©d 39dob0m > obo boddom). 53 533o3b Jonfggos gogdo@mbgdadoobsgy
o Asdmgodboboans mé mgobl o oo mbosdmgbmds. swodys, omddy, g4o-
bhgdmbgb gbhmdobgml o smabz bdobs bzgdebgbl.. Jbmmme mggombm-
30l 4g0é5da, Boobgdab fobgm, mdbmadod dmgomob bhggom Fgboggdmmab
o 35Boboz gogg 393ohq3b bmagamBo 4530 avmabogbos o Bgmmganos do-
dobomgab: ,,0d godmdygodng hgdo boomboms dognbs, bmd dgdmdangdds bobmb,
o @b ol mgomgdo wogmygbmgm!® asdmgmygobogoho, doadad fobdmaco-
20bgo gg9mob gog30hg98s, bmd ,bomboms d03b*, Rggmmgdol fFobssmdwogy,
9bh®o modogno(y ob dmdbgmos, obg mnddyg gymezomgad aodbhegdnambsgoo.



AKAKI TSERETELI » THE STORY OF MY LIFE

is forged in the heavens. If this is so, then there is no doubt that the following
verse was inscribed on my star:

There is one animal alive

Which makes its voice heard far and wide.

It thinks of itself as a donkey foal,

But to others it is a working mule.

No sooner had I been born than my father, overjoyed at having begotten
a boy, made his peace with a house-serf, whom he had thrown out of the manor
house in anger, and disposed of me by handing me over to my grandmother. This
is how my blessed nurse used to tell me the story, which I knew by heart like
the Lord’s Prayer: “My darling little Kako!” (Even as a baby I was called Kako.)
“Even his birth was like nobody else’s: when he was born he was like a bear cub,
like a handful of cotton wool and he was so quiet that he never uttered a cheep.
He seemed to be thinking, where have I come from, where am I? Grandmother
thought he was unconscious and started pinching him. She touched gently him
once or twice and he just made a little noise. Nobody ever saw him crying. He
did nothing but laugh?”
Other people have said this too. In fact I did seem to be always laughing.

This laughter gave rise to an unpleasant incident. Once our neighbour’s nurse
came over, saw me laughing said, “Oh dear.God protect my own child, but this
child is laughing so much that he is going to grow up an idiot” My nurse was
offended and replied, “What do you mean ‘idiot’? He’s an angel and is laughing
with the angels. He’s playing with them. You should be worrying about having
an idiot” And she said more. They got carried away and came to blows. Our
servants backed my nurse and the neighbour’s nurse was supported by theirs.
In the end the ladies of the houses intervened (only with words and threats,
not physically, of course). The affair reached the ears of the masters and a nasty
atmosphere came between the two families. They broke off all contact and
no longer spoke to each other. Only on St Theodore’s day, the first Sunday of
Lent, before communion, did Okropiri, our priest, order them to make peace:
immediately after that my father sent a man to the village with a message to
my wet-nurse, “Bring my giggling little lad over to me so that the neighbours
can see him and I can make my enemies envious.” They brought me over, but
imagine everyone’s amazement when the ‘giggling lad’, quite unlike his usual
self, didn’t even smile, as though I were dumbfounded.
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For me, obviously, a ten-month old baby who had been in the village,
everything in the manor house was strange and I was bound to be aghast, but my
family couldn’t grasp this or account for it. They thought jealousy and greed were
at work, that someone had put the evil eye on me, and I was taken back to the
village just as hastily as I had been brought. On the way back to my wet-nurse I
was taken to a wise woman to be blessed with a spell. They tied a little shell and
a wild cherry round my neck and I was taken back the village. There, naturally,
I felt much better and began to laugh. My wet-nurse was convinced that it was
the spell which had worked and restored the child; they reported that there was
nothing wrong with me now and a messenger flew with the good news to the
manor house.

In our country using wet-nurse and sending a baby to the village was a
historic custom; kings and rulers used to send their their children to be brought
up by princes, while the nobility used the gentry, and the gentry used the peasants.
More often than not, even princes had their children brought up by peasants. It
must not be thought that parents were heartless in those days or that they loved
their children less than modern mothers do. There were quite different reasons
and quite a different basis for it: parenting and fostering bound together the
different callings in life, quite apart from the parent-godparent relationship. Even
links of blood and flesh did not seem to be as close as the parent-foster bond.
Not just the wet-nurse’s own children or close relatives but their distant kith and
kin were ready to sacrifice themselves on any occasion for the sake of the foster
child. The foster child would permanently protect these people and it was thanks
to this bond that right up to the last century in our country there was a more
humane and noble relationship between high and low estates than in other lands.
It goes without saying that this was the excellent reason why I too had been sent
to the village. And blessed be the custom! I cannot help confessing that if there is
anything good and decent left in me then it is largely because I was entrusted to
the village and grew up with peasant children.

In the Tsereteli lands in upper Imeretia there are many good villages and
Savane, the village where my wet-nurse lived and where I was brought up, was
one of them. Not just because of its views, but because of the purity of its air this
village was marvellous and its name, Savane, meant ‘a place to recuperate in’. It
isn’t far from Sachkhere; at most it was half an hour’s walk from our house. Here
I learnt to walk and to speak and here my memories begin. I can see as though
before my eyes the wooden house thatched with bracken, with a door in front

7
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and a door behind, with no windows or loopholes, just two vents or smoke holes
through which smoke left the house and light entered. On the central hearth,
lying on its side like a troll, was a gigantic tree-stump and winter or summer,
never dying down, a roaring fire blazed. A peasant family is constantly on the
move from morning until evening, their work is never over and that is why the
children’s feelings and minds are always being stimulated. Early in the morning
the men go off to work in the fields or the forest, they are brought their breakfast
and lunch tea out there and they are lucky if they get home by evening. The women
are busy with household tasks. They have the animals to look after, watching over
the poultry, sweeping and cleaning the house, cooking the midday and evening
meals and a mass of other petty tasks. Any child that watches and listens to their
work cannot help ending up taking part in it and learning. At five or six years of
age I knew well how to keep an eye on the cattle, look after the poultry, cook the
meals, sift flour, bake bread as well as all sorts of cooking and other things. I had
studied how and when to plough, to sow, to hoe, to reap, to prune and so on, so
that if I had had the appropriate tools I could have managed it all myself. The
only things I didn’t know were knitting socks and puttees or embroidery: this
was because we were told, “It’s a great sin for a man to take up woman’s crafts.” I
believed it, but nevertheless I still committed that sin in secret and learnt to card
wool and flail cotton.

This is how it happened: my wet-nurse’s son, who had been breast-fed
together with me and who was thus the same age as me, never left my side and
was always with me. One day, when the weather was bad, the women decided
not to take us out but left us indoors while they took the midday meal to the
men working in the fields. We protested, but what could we do? We were left
on our own and felt mortified. For a time we played at knife-throwing, then
a game with pebbles, but we didn’t have much fun: we had become depressed
and bored with such games. My nurse’s son said to me, “Come on, why don’'t we
comb grandfather’s beard?” He picked up a wool-carding comb, brought some
wool and began carding it, calling out as he did, “That’s how grandfather’s beard
should be combed.” I liked the idea and copied him. It took a long time before I
found out how to card. Two or three times I pricked myself with the prongs of
the comb, but I still persisted. Who was this grandfather, and what did we have
against him? That was something neither of us had any idea about, but we were so
very excited by combing grandfather’s beard that we almost wore ourselves out.
Finally my nurse’s son said, “That’s enough combing, now let’s flail and winnow
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