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Ketevan Shavgulidze
The Carnival of ‘Previous Georgia’

“The fourteenth one’s bear-masked, the fifteenth one’s a gazelle ...”"
(17" century Georgian poem)

Keenoba. Towards the end of the 19™ century, keenoba, or rather ‘keenobis kudi’ (final part of
carnival - multiple feasts in the Ortatchala, Vera and Didube gardens) was already being secretly held in
Thilisi. Under the pretext of ‘maintaining public order’, the government initially placed some restrictions
on the carnival and subsequently prohibited keenoba .

Berikaoba, a tradition with its origins in the fertility cult, was celebrated in almost all corners of
Georgia in the onset of spring. The main feature of this folk theatre was the mask, or beriko. As a vestige
of paganism, the most prevalent disguises in berikaoba were animal masks, particularly those of a bear
(the primary beriko in erotic scenes) and a hog (personified the myth of Totem’s death and resurrection).
Aside from the bear and the hog, the traditional masks of berikaoba included those of a wolf, a cat, a
deer, a roebuck, a rabbit, a ram, a goat, a horse, a camel and a dog... Associations naturally emerge — there
seems to be a clear connection between Pirosmanashvili’s animal portraits and zoomorphic carnival
masks. Moreover, the aforesaid folk show represents an integral part of the very cultural space, within
which Pirosmanashvili matured as an artist. This gives sufficient ground to assume that the
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abovementioned affinity of visual impressions is a reflection of images settled in the mind of the artist.
This influence could possibly be subconscious... The portrayal of animals, which bears such likeness to
the carnival prototype, could be reflecting information accumulated over centuries in national memory.

Various researchers name different sources of Niko Pirosmanashvili’s art, including Georgian
frescos, folk clay sculptures, tombstones, pictorial ornaments of headdresses, signboards, photo studio
backdrops, dukhan paintings, ‘Tiflis portraits’, Qajar portraits, Persian miniature, photographs and
magazine artwork... Perhaps, it is time to add the carnival of the ‘Prevoius Georgia’ to this list?!



