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THE SOCIOCULTURAL SITUATION
IN GEORGIA AT THE INITIAL STAGE
OF GEORGIAN CARICATURE

Irine Abesadze

Key words: caricature; foundation; Peterson; Phalanga

The article discusses the important caricatures by three Georgian artists, the founders of Georgian caricature:
Davit Eristavi, Davit Guramishvili and Aleksandre Beridze, published in 1880-1881 in Phalanga magazine. In these
caricatures, the state of the Georgian society of that period was reflected.

s one of the most relevant fields of fine art, satirical
graphics reveal, and more specifically caricature—
which reflects the sociocultural state of society—
was closely related to publishing activities in Georgia and
abroad. Studies prove that, in contrast to the indications
in the scientific literature, the emergence of Georgian car-
icature as a genre did not happen in 1888 when Valerian
Gunia published the first issue of Theatri magazine, but in
1880, when Russian-language humorous caricature mag-
azine Phalanga was published in Thilisi (editor Iv. Pitoev).
During the two years of its existence, despite the big-
gest obstacles, Phalanga published 50 issues. Apparently,
because it was published in Russian, the magazine was
ignored by a part of Georgian researchers. The reason
might be the idea that this magazine did not serve the
Georgian cause'. However, contrary to this idea, Phalanga
magazine informed readers of the problems in Georgian
society through feuilletons and caricatures. Notably, well-
known Georgian public figures were involved in the or-
ganizational issues of the magazine: dramatist and artist
Davit Eristavi, artists: Davit Guramishvili and Aleksandre
Beridze. The issue of questioning the Georgian purpose of
Phalanga should be resolved. In addition, Akaki Tsereteli,
known as the “Nightingale of Georgia”, sympathized with
the successful operation of this magazine;’ this confirms
the magazine’s national standpoint.
For all three artists it was a test of their own strength

1 80d3gmoadg, Ghggmo, ¢. 24, 33. 462.
2 Lyxnddzogo, bodgmoms, 1957, ag. 18.
3 303babo, boghotrnemo, 1968, a3. 146.

in the genre of social caricature and this test was quite
successful. Given the limited format of this essay, | will
try to analyze this process based on just a few caricatures.
In the editorial board of Phalanga magazine, attention is
drawn to the name Peterson, with the word pseudonym
next to it in parentheses. We got interested who was
behind the pseudonym Peterson. It is known that loseb
Grishashvili, who was collecting materials about Geor-
gian caricature to write an essay on the mentioned issue
(which was not implemented), asked Oscar Shmerling to
write down a list of cartoonists working in Georgia at that
time. The famous caricaturist wrote at the top of the list
the artist of magazine Phalanga, Peterson, and wrote next
to this name Peter Kolchin. Thus, it became clear that Pe-
terson was a pseudonym of a Russian artist living in Geor-
gia, Peter Kolchin. Researcher Mark Kipnis also confirms
this version.?

Petre Kolchin (1838-1898), known in Georgia as “the
artist from Ljubljana”, completed professional artistic
training in Russia and Ljubljana. He mainly pursued aca-
demic painting. He was also interested in the newly intro-
duced and widely spread field of art in Georgia, photogra-
phy. As for his participation as a caricaturist in magazine
Phalanga, it is possible that he, as an experienced profes-
sional, could have been a consultant for rookie Georgian
artists in terms of improving the artistic form. Possibly,
he was involved in the choice of a pseudonym. Peter was
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Petrovich (Peter’s son), which was translated into Eng-
lish and was received Peterson. Thus, for more self-con-
fidence Davit Eristavi, Davit Guramishvili and Aleksandre
Beridze took the pseudonym of a professional artist. Each
of them added to their own caricatures the pseudonym
written in Latin in the right or left corner, sometimes with
only one initial, or their last name written in reverse. The
caricatures of the magazine were passing through the
hands of engraver Alexander Shvan, who sometimes add-
ed his own initials. To find our way in this labyrinth of
pseudonyms, we received a great help from the writings
of Eristavi (D. Eristov) added to his own caricatures next to
his various pseudonyms (Aquaforte, Aquaforte-Corporal,
Sonini, Getterion, “0”).

Researcher Mamia Chkhikvishvili rightly considered
Davit Eristavi to be the first Georgian cartoonist, but he
was wrong when he considered that Peterson is the
pseudonym of one artist, Davit Eristavi, along with his
other pseudonyms: Corporal, Sonini. Mamia Chkhikvish-
vili by mistake thought that A. Shvani was also the pseu-
donym of Davit Eristavi, which is not correct’. In 1881, an
interesting and bold caricature signed by Peterson was
published on the first pages of the first issue of Phalanga.
The caricature depicts the monument of Chief of the Cen-
sorship Committee Modzalevsky. The monument itself
represents an old closet placed on a three-step (rats run
on the steps) pedestal. in which archived old magazines
and newspapers submitted to the censorship committee
are in the closet. On top of the closet there is a bust of
the chief censor. Next to the bust is a funeral wreath with
the Russian inscription: “The project of a monument for
the grave of the works that died too early”. In the condi-
tions of strict censorship, it took great courage to publish
such a caricature, which belongs to Davit Eristavi, hiding
under the pseudonym of Peterson. Davit Eristavi was also
the author of a caricature published in 1881 in Phalanga
No. 20, which caused controversy among researchers,
whether it belonged to Eristavi or its author was Davit
Guramishvili. The caricature shows the editor of newspa-
per Droeba, Ilia Chavchavadze, staring at the newspaper,
and the second llia, the manager of the bank, who with
a pistol in his hand stands next to the editor Ilia. To be
honest, | do not understand why this caricature became

the source of controversy for the researcher M. Chkh-
ikvishvili, who attributes it to Davit Guramishvili. In favor
of Davit Eristavi being the author of the caricature speak
several sourced: the memoirs of Zakaria Chichinadze®
about Davit Eristavi, which was also approved by Yona
Meunargia 8 and lastly, the inscription D. Eristov made
by the author himself on the set of Phalanga. As for the
source of inspiration for the caricature, | think several hy-
potheses can be named: firstly, in the early period, Davit
Eristavi was working in the editorial office of Droeba as
a pamphleteer, and secondly, due to a misunderstanding
regarding the bank, the duel was supposed to take place
between lIlia and Niko Nikoladze, where Davit Eristavi
was chosen to help Nikoladze’s and Simborski was cho-
sen on llia’s side and played a big role in preventing a
duel between these two great figures. Therefore, Davit
Eristavi may have depicted this case in the caricature. It
is also necessary to take into account a possibly Davit
Eristavi was upset with llia because he did not support his
candidacy for the presidency of the bank. However, this
fact remained an insignificant episode in the subsequent
good relationship between llia and Davit Eristavi. Another
caricature published in Phalanga, also by Davit Eristavi,
depicts one working day of the commission of The Knight
in the Panther’s Skin. Davit Eristavi was one of the mem-
bers of this commission. On this day, llia Chavchavadze
was reading aloud a passage from the poem. One of
the words caused suspicion among the members of the
commission. Some members considered the word head
to be a later addition. Davit Eristavi, with a sharp sense
of humor, wrote next to the caricature: Chairman of the
session: “Gentlemen, let’s finally decide which word to
support head or hay”. Voices: Both! Chairman: Then we
get a head stuffed with hay? The artist depicted with in-
credible characteristics both the expressions on the faces
of the members of the commission and his face.

The opening graphic of the issue No. 2 of Phalanga
published in 1880, which belongs to Davit Guramishvi-
li, shows the newspapers published in Georgia at that
time: Droeba, Kavkaz, and others. The writing next to the
caricature informs us that it was decided in the center,
i.e., in Petersburg, to raise the bills for the editorial offic-
es of the newspapers in Georgia to pay to the governor.

4 hboggndgnma, 3otggmo, aodydohntnao bagodmggmm, 1967, a3. 2.

5 dodobodg, wogom, 1892, ag. 12.
6 dgnbomaos, gobmaggmo, 1954, ag. 407
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With this seemingly innocuous sketch, the artist voiced a
rather problematic issue that the media was charged an
increased tax to support the governor at the expense of
the already impoverished population. In fact, this was the
artist’s warning about the socioconomic pressure coming
from Russia to Georgia. The next two pictures from the
same issue must be by Davit Guramishvili. In a similar
style, skillful quick sketches convey several aspects of the
epochal attitude to women. In these sketches, a wom-
an is represented as a bit silly and at the same time an
emancipated being with bold behaviors. Both caricatures
are made with short strokes, slightly detailed, but a quick
sketch finds Davit Guramishvili’s style close to the artistic
trend of that time, Art Nuovo. Both caricatures have the
initials D.G. in Russian. As for the issue No. 3 of Phalanga
published in 1880, here, together with Davit Guramishvili’s
ideology, Petre Kolchini’s participation is also visible. The
opening composition of the magazine depicts two people,
one of them is a baker with a distinctly Georgian facial
expression, and the other is a Russian police chief who
forbids a Georgian to bake bread. Below the caricature
is written a poem in Russian: “Becb BeK cBOIt HameTbeA
bbl nek, He fonekn MeHa Moit pok”. Batepnoo [lypuwukos is
written as the title of the caricature. On the left corner of
the caricature is written Peterson in Latin and on the right
corner is written in Russian the initials of the engraver A.
Sh. The content of the caricature must be created entirely
by Guramishvili because David was actively involved in
the political struggle of Georgians against Tsarist Rus-
sia. He was a defender of the interests of people. Here, |
should mention that the expression of the Georgian bak-
er, his facial features show a certain similarity with Davit
Guramishvili himself. It seems that Kolchin used him as
a prototype of the Georgian baker, similar to Mihai Zich,
when the Hungarian artist while working on Rustaveli’s
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The Knight in the Panther’s Skin used the young Davit Gu-
ramishvili as Tariel’s prototype.

Artist Aleksandre Beridze, who temporarily came
to Georgia from the St. Petersburg Academy of Arts, is
the author of the opening caricature of the issue No. 2
of Phalanga published 1881. The caricature is accompa-
nied with the writing in Russian Ctonnbl TypeuKoi Apmenn.
This caricature shows a clear solidarity with the raided
Armenian editorial office. On the back of the caricature
is written in Russian Ezdireb, which read backwards is
Beridze. The caricature reflects a real fact, the raiding of
the editorial office of Armenian magazine in Thilisi by the
Russian gendarmerie. Another interesting caricature by
Beridze is the friendly cartoon dedicated to actress Elena
Pavlovskaya. The humorous drawing is spread over two
pages of the magazine and has the following caption: “/f
you like to skate, then you must also like to drag the car-
riage”. A famous Russian proverb indicates that if an ac-
tress likes to be surrounded by many admirers, she should
take on herself the whole burden of running the theater.

The famous theater artist and caricaturist Aleksandre
Beridze interestingly revealed the content of the carica-
ture: the picture of singer E. Pavlovskaya, which is placed
in a quadrangular building, is surrounded by admirers of
her talent. Nearby, a young man blows balloons with the
names of the operas in which the singer has played the
leading parts. On the other page, the soloists bring the
theater building on their shoulders, and the prima soloist
of the theater, E. Pavlovskaya with a queen’s crown, is
leading them with a belt in her hand. In the same right
carner, the artist’s pseudonym Ezdireb (in Russian), i.e.,
Beridze is written backwards.Thus, the satirical graphics
of the first Georgian cartoonists presented on the pages
of Phalanga played an important role in emphasizing the
complex social problems by the end of the 19" century.
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