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TIFLIS.

TIFLIS, the capital of Transcaucasia, with its population of nearly 100,000 souls.
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(36)

Before entering upon any description of the city, some idea must be given as to the strange
conglomeration of inhabitants that flock its streets, for it is to the crowd that much of what is
interesting in Tiflis owes. True, the Armenian, with his shiny broadcloth and Jewish type of
countenance, adds little to the attraction of the place, though it must be confessed that from the —
traveller's point of view, if from no other, he is most useful. Nearly all the banks and most of the shops
are in his hands, from his ranks spring the guides and interpreters, and go where one will one finds
him a ready linguist and polite, so long as he is paid. But from the artistic point of view the lazy, good-
natured Georgian is charming, as he swaggers about with his handsome looks and becoming costume.
True, he is a lazy, pleasure — seeking creature, about whose morals the (38) less said the better, but his
appearance of good looks and good nature, and his dandy airs, seem to render him a favourite
everywhere. No one seems to realise better than he that he has the reputation of coming from the
purest stock in the world, and of being a member of its handsomest.
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Nor is this reputation belied as he is seen, in his long white coat with its silver or gold cartridge
or powder tubes sewn across his chest, with his cap of white lamb's - wool perched jauntily on one side
of his head, to say nothing of his personal charm of countenance, which is often of the greatest beauty.
Round his waist is a silver or gold girdle from which hang a handsome sword and straight dagger, both
cased in the same precious metals. Of the Persians one sees but little in the European quarters. One
must seek the narrow dirty bazaars near the river - bank to obtain a glimpse of these scowling sallow
fanatics, in their dark clothes and tall black lambskincaps. As a matter of fact, though Persian subjects,
they are not of Iranian blood, but belong to the wild Turkman tribes which overran Persia, and whose
descendants, now known as Turkis, to-day hold almost the entire northern part of the dominions of
the Shah. But to the traveller it is the Tatar, after the Georgian, who proves of the greatest interest.
True, he has little beauty either in feature, figure, or costume to recommend him, but nevertheless
there is a peculiar attraction, humorous rather than ornamental perhaps, about the squat, narrow - eyed
tribesman, in his ragged clothes and absurd papak or enormous hat of ragged wool. To attempt, during
a short stay in the country, to unravel the complicated tribal system of the race is an impossibility, so
one must deal with him merely as he appears as an item of the crowd, in his baggy trousers, and blue
cotton coat with its outstanding pleated skirt, and his ridiculous head - gear mentioned above. In Tiflis
he is everywhere: here driving a string of lanky camels with their clanging bells of brass and copper;
here sitting silently smoking his ka/yan water pipe — in one of the painted and carved balconies of the
many caravanserais in the oriental quarter of the town; there, again, purchasing a bundle of European
goods to take away with him and trade in his native steppes. And to this picture of oriental peoples
must be added the Russian soldier, stolid and upright, well - fed and well - uniformed, polite and
religious, doffing his cap to the 7kons at the street corners, the very picture of health. (38-39)
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Nor is the Russian the sole type of the army of the empire, for the mounted Cossacks, mud -
bespattered and none too tidy, canter and courage (40) onetheir ponies up and down the streets, setting
out for, or arriving from, some outlying station or distant town — and of them, with their absolute
indifference to food and temperature, one cannot form too high an opinion. Scatter these varied races
on the streets of Tiflis, add types of all the wild tribes of the Caucasus, with a sprinkling of officers in
uniform and well — dressed ladies, and can obtain some idea of the appearance of the inhabitants of the
town.
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The palace is a handsome building of great size, which, while possessing perhaps no great
architectural beauty, is amply suited to its purpose, and cannot fail to impress not only the native of
the country, but also the civilised traveller, with the magnificence of the Russian Court. Within it is
gorgeously decorated: great clusters of palms, innumerable glass chandeliers, and a quantity of gold
paint, give it the most brilliant appearance, a fit setting for the georgeous semi - European, semioriental
crowds that flock its salons on reception nights (42).
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Of European Tiflis there remains but little to be said, unless it be to avow the great comforts of
that most excellent hostelry, the Hotel de Londres, over which Madame Richter and her son so ably
preside, and which well bears out its reputation of being one of the most comfortable hotels, not only
in Russia, but almost in the world. And none knows better than the traveller how much of his pleasure
depends upon the quarters he finds to lodge in. One other fact, too, remains to be noticed, the entire
absence of the Continental system of cafés ; search far and wide, there is nothing that answers to the
idea of the café of France and Europe in general.
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From the civilised part of Tiflis, with its handsome streets and shops, it is little more than a step
to the maze of winding alleys and narrow byways that form the oriental quarter and the bazaars. It is
here probably that the traveller will find most to interest him, for though the bazaars offer but little
attraction to him who is conversant with those of Persia and the East, any one fresh from Europe cannot
fail to be struck with their characteristics. What a bustle and stir of life there is there! what mud in wet
weather, and dust in fine! what dirt in both! But, suffer as one may from either, or from the pushing,
brawling crowd of humanity, and the offensive smells with which the streets are filled, no one ought
to be deterred from a leisurely stroll through the oriental town.
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Cosmopolitan as this quarter is, it possesses characteristics to be seen probably nowhere else in
the world. The great ill-built caravanserais, with their overhanging balconies of painted and carved
wood, belong neither to Russia nor Persia, though the samovar (urn) and kalyan (water pipe) hail from
each respectively, and without a number of both no balcony, and scarcely a shop, is complete. Often
the footpath for passengers consists of a narrow curbstone from which the wayfarer is hustled and
bustled by the hurrying crowd, only to be hurled back again against the walls of the houses by a
lumbering camel which usurps all the room and all the sound of the street by its awkward bulk and its
clanging bells. Everywhere are strange narrow-eyed Tatars and Turkis of Northern Persia, hailing one
another in unknown guttural tongues; gaily dressed Georgians and natives of Daghestan, gaudy with
weapons; cringing Jews and Armenians; policemen yelling out orders which seem never to be obeyed,-
a very Babel of nations and languages, such as must delight the heart of the traveler (46).
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I spent Easter in Tiflis, and thus had an opportunity of witnessing the beautiful service which, in
the Orthodox Church, marks the end of Lent. The ritual of the Russian Church, together with the
architecture and decoration of the churches, lends not a little to the impressiveness of such scenes, and
the old Byzantine cathedral of Tiflis formed as picturesque a background to the religious ceremony as
could well be imagined. (...) There is no necessity here to enter into any of the details of the ritual of
this beautiful service of the Orthodox Church, for at this spot I am dealing with it solely as an effect, a
most telling reminiscence of a visit to Tiflis.
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(...) On the gate being opened the priests and choir hurried in, crying out again and again,
Christ is risen! Christ is risen!” Each bore in his hand a lighted taper, from which the nearer members

<

of the crowd lit their own, passing the flame from candle to candle, for every one in the building bore
a taper. It took but a minute to change the entire scene, and as the priests made their way to the altar,
swinging their censers as they went, the gloom of the church disappeared, and the building was lit by
thousands upon thousands of candles: where, before, the dusk had prevented one seeing either the
church or the crowd, every picture and detail of the decoration of the building, and every figure in it,
became distinct. The seething mass of humanity took form and shape; and where, before, one
recognised only dark figures in an incense-laden twilight; one recognised now the officers of the
Government, in uniforms bespangled with orders, accompanied by their wives and daughters, and,
beyond, a vision of a thousand upturned faces full of reverence and attention. The altar, now a blaze of
light, sparkled and shone with its treasures, and the richly jewelled mitres and cloth of-gold robes of
the priests dazzled the eyes.
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Then, as the congratulations of Easter were taking place, I pushed my way out through the crowd,
into the brightly-illuminated streets, in time to see the Governor-General drive away, escorted by his
bodyguard of Cossacks, who galloped beside his carriage, bearing blazing torches on long poles.
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Easter Sunday was High Holiday; every man, woman, and child in their best clothes, intent upon
pleasure and enjoyment, and the public gardens were thronged, while military bands made music.
What an echoing and re-echoing of congratulations! what a bowing to the revered 7konsat the church
doors and street corners ! and, as the day progressed, what a number of men who had enjoyed
themselves a little too much! But there was no fighting, no roughness, and the police are lax upon this
great feast, and, as long as no fighting takes place, do not interfere. The streets are full of hurrying
droshkies, with their burdens of officers in uniforms and ladies, paying their visits of congratulation,
or driving to the palace. Ay! Easter Sunday in Tiflis is a sight to be seen, and never have I witnessed, in
spite of its various nationalities, a better-behaved crowd—though sometimes far from sober—than
thronged the streets and gardens on this feast-day. (50-51)
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Such, briefly, is Tiflis; a city presenting two entirely different characteristics — the Oriental in
its decadence, and the Western Civilisation that Russia has brought with her, sweeping before her all
that is rude and outworn, and in place thereof raising a city of which any country in the world might
well be proud. (51)
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