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in a rural area, the women of the village come together and create highly stylized
laments, and at the Georgian dinner table wine is not touched until an elaborate
toast has been made?2, »

* In this article I shall present case studies of dispute gentes which I came to
know during my stay in Caucasian Georgia3. All my examples stem from Eastern
Georgia. Because of the great regional variety in all communicative genres, 1
shall name the place of origin of the dialogue in each case. i :

I present the seemingly strange and “exotic” language data in the appropriate
contexts, illustrate their structure, and explain, when necessary, the cultural back-
ground for a better understanding of the text; at the same time I wish to keep
in mind the interrelation of communicative and social structures. However, as
Edwards and Sienkewicz point out (1990: 3), it is the oral medium itself which
sets up the strongest barrier between the observer and the performance. Not
every listener hears the spoken words in the same way:

~ Understanding a pérformance in an oral culture requires a special mind-set, a cultural harmony
which excludes from the oral world any outsider, whether literate or not. In many ways an oral
performance, which can be fully understood only by members of its audience, is as esoteric as a
composition aimed at a literate elite, such as a poem of Ezra Pound (1990: 3).

1. Features of orality

“The genres of argument and attack presented here are only to be encountered
nowadays in rural areas. The further away the villages are from Thbilisi, the
capital, the more popular the poetic dispute genres are. Oral performance and
tradition mostly depend on a stable community with a close-knit social back-
ground. Especially genres of dispute demand a stock of knowledge about pos-
sible opponents and the chance to observe one another which is more difficult
to manage in urban areas.

As Georgia has been a fully literate society for a long time, we deal with the
“secondary” form of orality, as.Ong (1978) described orality in a literate context
in order to distinguish it from the primary orality of a culture yet “untouched
by writing or print”. (See also Dauenhauer & Dauenhauer, this volume).

The most popular dispute genres of the mountain villages in Eastern Geor-
gian are the gasaireba, the galeskseba, and the kapioba. Kapioba is a speciality of the
high mountain region P$avi, the other two genres are more widely spread
throughout the country. The £apia ate neatly exclusively male rituals as is also
one subtype of the gafaireba, an obscene insulting one, whereas the galkkseba
constitute a less gender specific activity.

2 For the poetics of Georgian laments see Kotthoff 19932 and for the toasts see Kotthoff 1991.
and Kotthoff forthcoming a and b. : ) Co

3 1 lived 'in Georgia for 2 total of 24 months, teaching German literature and linguistics at the
Caveavadze Foreign Languages Institute. '
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in the organization of daily life. Furthermore, they put an aesthetic dimension
on stage. Entertaining functions are combined with important social and psy-
chological functions. People gladly comment both on the quality of form and
content. For the listeners, the evaluation of formulations takes on a central role.
“Focus on the message for its own sake, evident in the patterning of speech”
manifests, according to Jakobson (1960), the poetic function of language.

Praise of oneself or others, boasting, verbal challenge and attack are central
functions of the duels. Thereby the genres help to establish and re-establish
social bonds and to preserve the social equilibrium. To be good with words
demands close obsetvation of the surrounding social world, too. Attacking pre-
viously unknown qualities of the opponent shows that a good performer is
more than a man of words. (He (or she) is the one who makes people see new
dimensions of the subject. He has to combine good entertainment with drawing
attention to shared social values.

The opponents constantly orient themselves to the audience. People talk
about the performances set on stage during the evening later. The evaluation of
special turns is also a common theme. When a calendrical festivity is spoken
about, one necessarily also talks about the excellence and originality of the oral
performance presented at that occasion. Excellence is judged by the perfect
fulfillment of the generic norms, and originality is judged by the creativity used
within the given procedure?. Both should be optimally matched.

For my research on the oral poetic genres in Georgia, I would prefer an
approach combined of cultural anthropology (Greverus 1987), the ethnography
of communication (Gumperz and Hymes 1974), and conversation analysis
(Moerman 198819). Using this approach for my studies of Georgian ethno-
poetry would actually require collecting and transcribing all the data in question
by myself, because such recordings hardly exist. However, during my stay in
Georgia I was not in a position to record all the data, and because my own
corpus of data is not yet extensive enough to supply a complete presentation of
poetic dispute genres, I have integrated my corpus with the data that ethnolo-
gists from Thilisi have generously provided me with.1!

2. Gasaireba

Not only courtship but also verbal attack is put on stage as poetic art in rural
Georgia and — interestingly — can be closely combined.

9 Wienold 1971 discusses excellence and originality as general evaluation criteria for poetic texts.

10 1 have found, however, that rigidly restricting ethnolinguistics to the level of conversational
microphenomenon, such as Moerman (1988) suggests, inappropriately reduces the perspective
on the respective culture. The appropriate place for conversation analysis in anthropological
linguistics remains to be discussed at another place.

1t These data of the gasaireba and galekseba are “purified” in the sense that many conversational
features such as pauses, laughter, hestitations, and reactions from the audience are left out. Up
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Guasaireba normally have four lines. Unlike the &gpioba, the gasaireba are not

- highly improvised and sometimes consist mostly of verbally transmitted, formu-

laic parts. When an instrument is at hand, they are sung; otherwise, they are
spoken. For the instrumental accompaniment, the Georgian string instrument
painduri or the bagpipes stvari come into consideration.1? One type of gasaireba
deals with a relationship between a man and 2 woman, their courtship and
oftentimes rejection. This is the type that we shall more closely examine. The
distribution of roles is relatively set: the man courts the woman, and the woman
more or less strongly rejects the man. She attacks him because of shortcomings
which she perceives as such, and he defends himself by expounding on his
qualities and abilities and by blaming her for not recognizing them.

The Sairebi, that only take place between men, are mostly ritualized attacks of
obscene content and strongly related to the “ritual insults” of black American
or Turkish boys, which Abrahams (1962), Kochman (1968), Labov (1972), and
Dundes/Leach/Ozkék (1972) have all discussed'>. ,

The attacks, that are carried out between 2 man and woman, seem to be less

" widespread in other cultures, although there are reports about similar contests

such as the one of Tolosana (1978) about those in Galician villages. Both forms
of fairebi can be spontaneously evoked wherever people come together, such as
on the village square or at social events..

"The sairebi combine courtship and attack, praise and blame, The man empha-
sizes his desirable qualities. She degrades him so that he must publicly defend
himself and persuade the whole community about his ability to be responsible
for a family. Blaming and praising can exist side by side as part of the same
speech event (Edwards/Sienkewicz 1990: 83). Praise can be transformed into

" blame in case the honoured person does not respond in 2 desirable way. The

speaker can even start boasting, as we shall see.

 Elguga Dadunaivili from the Rustaveli-Institute of the Georgian Academy of
Science kindly provided me with the following gasaireba. 1 am very thankful for
his contribution which he recorded in 1988 at 2 village festival in the community
of Achalsixe. Sitting together with neighbours and friends, 2 man called Elisbar
(E) began the following poetic dialogue with the woman Susana ()14

to now Soviet anthropological linguistics not demanded to work with “natural data” so strongly -

" as it is the case in the West. :

12 In the film “Xcvsuruli baladi” by Sota Managaze, for instance, gadaireba can be found.

13 In other cultures as well, stylized and pardy ritualized attacks have been found; see, for qxample,
Whyte (1955) and the literature cited in Edwards/Sienkewicz 1990.

14 In the transcripts the transliteration from Georgian follows the conventions for scientic tran-
scription in the journal GEORGICA with one exception. I note the g just as g. In the text I

also use the scientific conventions without distinguishing aspired and unaspired sounds. It is .

_ very problematic to translate transcripts. The lines cannot represent identical contents because
of different word orders in the two languages.
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23 muceli gagberebia
your stomach is blown up,
24 gazapxulis gogivit.
like a spring piglet.
25 E:. &oxa €oxas davakere :
The ¢oxa!® | hemmed from another piece -
26.  axal toxas 3obiao,
is better than a new oxa,
27 axlandelsa gogoebsa
_ in comparison to today’s gitls
28 kvrivebic ki obiao.
even the widows are better.
29 §: matarebelze avedi
1 boarded the train,
" L 30 ¢ momaz3axes biletivo,
someone behind me called because of the tickets,
31 Zemo bito, giyalate
, my boy, I have betrayed you,
32 nu gak &emi imedio. :
do not hope to win me ovet.
33 E: ras ¢amivli, Eamomivli,
Why do you always pass me by,
34 semodgomis karivita?
: like the autumn wind?
i _ 35 gaskdi gulze, ar cagiqvan,
E you heart shall break with anger, I'll not take you
' 36 éamogaxmob sarivita, o
I will let you wither like 2 vegetable stem.
37 §: oryobesi Seviare ‘
T shortly walked between two fences,
38 mayla cqali avasxio,
' I sprayed water in the aif,

: 39 Zenistana mosaires

: ’ for such a $airimaker as you : '
; 40 tavze lapi davasxio. -

. 1 pour the dirt over your head.

(20.0) ~

I 41 8: (iskvils puri davaqare

i On the mill I strew wheat,

42  tamovida yrialito,
it fell noisily down,

15 Traditional Georgian men’s clothing
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43 Sairebsi ver majobeb

with $airebi you cannot triulnph over me,
44 ginda gaskde yrialito.

even if you burst from roaring,

The above text deals with triumph and defeat, such as can be displayed in
the ritualized attacks in other cultures. The person who cannot counter within
_ the established rhyme structure loses. Suana won this jeering courtship duel;
‘ after a seemingly eternal 20-second pause, Elisbar could not counter, The way
1 in which Elisbar reacted to his defeat is not evident in the transcript. He could
have, for instance, simply laughed or he could also have left the table to express
momentary feelings of insult.

Elisbar begins with the traditional four-line verse. The first two lines are
formulaic starters and made little concrete sense to my Georgian informants,
whereas the third and fourth lines were interpreted as a sign of Elisbar’s self-
- assertion. “You can burn” is an idiom and means “you can go to hell”. Elisbar
o presents himself assertively and impatiently with Su$anas indecision.

This dialogue very quickly assumed a form of mutual attack and rejection. As
early as in line five, Susana very clearly rejects Elisbar’s not too friendly way of
courting. In Georgia the nose seems to play in important role in measuring the
beauty of a face, metonymically it often stands for the entire face. In lines 7 ,,
and 8, Sudana criticizes Elisbar’s long nose which means that he is not good- !
looking enough for her. : ‘ , '

Both sides use strong expressions right from the start. This humorous exag-
geration points to the ritual character of the event. But to a certain extent, such
an exaggerated exchange of attacks has a serious intention, too. Play and reality
go hand in hand. Elisbar courts for Sufana publicly. Showing his poetic skills is I
part of his courting; her own higher performance abilities prove that she is too
good for him, not only in the sense of poetic contest. ' :

In lines 9 to 12 Elisbar brags about his good qualities and wealth. The lines B
11 and 12 combine his self-praise and his belittling of her.16 Within the borders :
of this genre self-aggrandizement is accepted by the audience. In response,
SuSana describes in lines 13 through 16 what she will do to keep him away from
her. “Rotten wood” is good enough for the “dummy”. -

~ In the succeeding stanza, Elsibar lets the night set in (fox and rabbit represent
nightfall) and signifies the end of his patience by using conventional phrases. _
The use of traditional formulae could point to his waning ability to carry on (.
the dispute. That is love for her crushed his heart is both a compliment and :
a critique.

Lines 21-24 connect in an indirect way with the preceeding lines. They can
be used relatively interchangeably. Suzana attacks him once again ritually for his
arrogance, using extravagant derogatory images. :

— N O
16 Edwards/Sienkewicz (1990) discuss other examples from anthropological literature which show 1
the links between praise and blame.
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This type of fairi is a form of public courtship and an attempt at public
marital preparation. In the villages where strong gender segregation rules prevail,
there is very little opportunity for premantal contact between young men and
women. Sexual relations before rnamagc are strongly d1sapproved of; it is espe-
cially taboo for women. Virginity is still a strong factor in Georgian life today.
Especially in villages, almost all forms of spare time interaction between a young
man and a young woman are also looked down upon. All advances have to take
place before the eyes of the pubhc

A function of this pubhc poetic courtship certainly lies in the fact that it
makes relationships easier to control. This public process of courtship may also
be a reason why the woman is not able to express her true partiality for fear of
being viewed as giving in to his courting'and thereby could be seen as also being

in possible danger of giving in to his sexual advances and having premarital sex.

The woman takes on the role as the protector of morality in this society. She
has to subjugate her life much more strongly to these moral rules than a man,
thus the society also grants her a special power of judgement. Shc 1s allowed to
exercise this power in the way she composes her lamenting songs'?

With the exception of the poems of courtship and of mockery betwccn the

sexes, gasaireba take place only among men and before a male audience. In a-

rather crude way, gaiaireba often consecrate sexual themes. The only constant
theme and coherent factor between the /eksebi is the way in which the men
mutually attack each other about their sexual preferences, irregularities, and ad-
ventures. In contrast to the observations made by Dundes/Leach/Ozksk (1972)
in Turkey and by Abrahams (1962) and Labov (1972) in the United States, the
sexual gaiaireba in Georgia are performed by old men as well as young, although
this is not a frequent occurence. Generally, 2 man can claim at an opportune
moment to another man i. e. that this man has been fooling around with a
sheep. The other then tells him, for instance, that he has slept with his sister

‘and describes the scenario in detail!®, The men strive to outmatch each other

by violating taboos as is known about “sounding” and “playing the dozens”.
Unlike among young Turkish and Afro-American men, the winner here is not
he who can outdo the other in his obscenity; it is rather he who can keep up
the rhyme the longest and who has the largest repertoire of interchangeable
formulae. Young boys start practicing this art of ritualized attacks at a primary
school-age. An informant, who is also concerned with folklore, told me that in
his youth boys thought it was fun to pronounce these “dirty” words?®.

17 The death ritual of lament performance is still quite widespread in Georgia. Women lament for
their dead in the company of other women with improvised poetic texts. The lament songs
reconstruct and express the village’s larger system of moral values and interpretations. In Eastern
Georgia, the gente is limited to women only, and women constitute inoffocial religious practices
via this expressive genre.

18 Two ethnologists kindly provided me with this example after some inquiring

19 A similar observation is made by Bierbach (1988) among Italian boys who, when telling jokes,

empbhasize the use of obscene expressions more than the actual punch-line.
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The gafaireba has a function in the socialization of a boy into manhood?,
Manhood in Georgia means much more than in Western cultures, having to
take the initiative sexually. In public, women must demonstrate sexual naivity.
Within the gafaireba, the male youths seem to sublimate their sexual interests.
Ethnopsychoanalytical approaches?! could certainly provide more in depth in-
sights into this subject.

Compared to Western society, sexual themes in Georgia and in the former
Soviet Union are officially much more taboo. Interestingly enough, this topic is
still handled in the most direct manner within unofficial folk culture. The differ-
ence mainly lies in the strong distinction between the public and private sector,
which has become increasingly blurred in the Western world,

3. Kapioba

3

In the mountain region of Piavi, the communicative genre of the &gpia is more
highly regarded as is the gente of gafireba. Kapia consist of two-, three- or
four-lined, improvised, witty dialogues that are interchanged with a monotone,
consistent melody. Every village has its own melody which is individually inter-
pretated during the performances. However, the region of Piavi possesses a
communal basic melody. Music serves as an important compositional frame for
the dialogues. The verbal text must be adapted to the strophic structure of the
music. The strophes are expanded by vowel elongation and fillers,

The &apia always deal with social themes, usually in a more polite manner
than gasaireba. A kapia-performer humorously attacks someone with a poetically
stylized flash of wit; in response, the other player has to quickly react with a
two-, three- or four-lined verse. Quick-wittedness is expanded to the highest
level of expertise. Similar to the &galaireba, the kapia also contains the rule that
the opponent who can no longer counter has lost. The degree of difficulty of
the reactions stems from having to make a witty point within the preceeding
thyme structure. One must work very quickly within the framework of the poetic
form. Unlike the gaisireba, one cannot fall back on pre-formed formulae. Kapia
unite competition of content with formal collaboration.

Kapia can be performed everywhere. Usually, however, they are conducted at
the table where quite a few people are gathered drinking wine. Women can be
present as an audience; only elderly women participate actively in the dialogues.
The reason for this, I was told, is because kapia can often become very offensive,
and if the kapia-performer from a neighbouring village were, for instance, to
offend a young woman, the host village would have to be angry at the neigh-
bouring one. The entire village community identifies itself with the moral integ-

2 Georgian women did confide that obscene 3airi are truly not carried on among the women, not
even in a weaker form.

2! See, for instance, Nadig (1982) on ethnopsychoanalysis.
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In the followmg passagc I have recreated the details of a /eap:a dialogue I
was able to film which took place during the course of an evenmg in the village
of Suapxo. .

- Elza Gabedava, Cotne Albutadvili, Irakli Goglauri, myself and three other
people from Thilisi arrived in the evening to the Psavic village, guapxo We
visited a friend of Cotne and Irakli, called Vaxtang Mtvareladvili. He is one of
the most renowned kapia-performers in .the entire- area. Because there is no
telephone in the village, we were unable to notify him of our arrival. We brought
with us as many culinary goodies as possible in order to create an atmosphere
in which the &apiz would more than likely emerge. Vaxtang invited two other
men, Niko Elizbara$vili and a certain Gogi. Because the three men estimated
each other as adequate partners the staging of the £gpia came about. Because
of our time limitations, it could not have been made any other way. Men who
are skilled in the att of £apioba prefer to perform them with opponents of equal
ability. Normally, more or less serious topics are dealt with. If someone is at-
tacked who is .not skilled in the execution of the genre, he/she can always -
delegate his/her part to a more seasoned player.

- Then, we gtilled shashliks and the table was filled with many delicious treats;
most importantly, wine was served. For at least two hours, 2 normal conversa-
tion with the usual Georgian toasts occured. Obviously, the host Vaxtang should

> have started the £apia by now, but nothing happened. For medical reasons, he
- A - was not allowed to drink alcohol and he was, therefore, not in the right mood.
Niko suddenly sang a two-lined verse as an attempt to attack Vaxtang, In English
A the texts reads as follows:

If the host does not sing and be happy,
then the guests cannot amuse themselves.
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The other men sounded off the melody while Niko sang the text. Vaxtang did
not react at all and thus the attempt failed. The attack was so indirect that he
was not really forced to react. On this particular evening, Vaxtang and Gogi

" were both impeded by an illness which did not allow them to fully participate
in the verbal fight. Niko “threw” another two-lined, non-addressed verse into
the circle of people:

There arose bad weather
and the arable land was ruined.

Cotne Albutaivili told me later that this two-lined phrase was not improsived,
but rather standardized. Such a standardized verse proves that Niko was only
practising, since true kapia do not fall back on a repertoire.

First attempts to interpret this two-lined verse proved to be difficult, as well
as the following two which Niko uttered as the other men at the table accompa-
nied him by humming:

N Oh, you my lovely, I must leave from here,
[ But you miust stay here unfortunately.

Perhaps you will remember me,
- In case something bad happens to me.
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the written word on stage. Leksi are only given to messengers who are known
as talented performers. , : C
The attacked person follows the same procedure. It is possible to create a
galekseba-relationship which lasts for years. Ina village, for instance, the elderly
people are able to report quite a bit about famous galekseba from years gone by. |

- They create an important foundation for the regional social knowledge.

"I received the following galekseba from Elguja Dadunadvili. The text was re-
cited to him by the mediator, the mother of a certain Temur who was a soldier
in the army. Temur had given his mother the following letter addressed to his

“uncle Xvtiso during her visit. Once memorized or written down, the text is also |
shared with other persons, for whom the text was not originally intended.

1 1 will not wait for an answer
1 Pasuxs ar davelodebi,
2 I have written a new poem. : T
2 ¥leksi davgere axali !
3 Like you, as the first poem-maker from Pavi, ,
3 Psavis xevs pjitvel moleksem }’
4 have thrown off-shield and sword. h s
4 rogor dahqare par-xmali. : ’ 9
5 1 know you have it in your blood
5 vici rom 3isad tamogdevs
6 to lay down the law
6 sitqva mogidis magari
7 and are famous for your hunting,
7 nadirobadi gantkmulsa. :
8 Such a man we have never had,
8 kaci ara gvqavs sadar,
9 you spend your nights in the forests
9 yames {qeeb3i ateneb

. 10 there you have your shelter.

4 ' 10 ika gakvs bina sapari.

11 You see it already in a dream,

; 11 ¢inascar sizmarsi xedav,
; - 12 you know where the game are.

5 12 ici nadiri sad ari.

i
ji

The letter seems to be Temur’s second attempt to contact his uncle. Until
line 12, the nephew compliments the uncle. He is a great oral performer and a
good hunter. He is obedient to the law. His living in the forest indicates that he
' is never at home; but in this form, it is also to be understood as a compliment
that he is a great hunter.

i S * The poem rhymes with eight-syllable lines in an ABCB rhythm ending in

: “ali” and “ari”. In the following text, the main point of criticism for the uncle

‘ unfolds from the fact that he has two families (thus involving two sets of women

3 and children). Such a situation is very unusual’ in Georgia and is rather
' frowned upon.

‘ 24 We have tried to keep the translation as nearly word-for-word as possible; however, it is not
! always interlinear. .
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