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The study of the identity elements of the Udins ethnic
group in Georgia
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Akaki Tsereteli State University
Kutaisi, Georgia
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University of Georgia

Thilisi, Georgia

Despite Georgia’s compact geographical size, its population exhibits remarkable
ethnic, national and religious diversity. Over centuries, individuals from various ethnic
backgrounds have settled in the country and have coexisted harmoniously with the
local population. This article delves into the factors and mechanisms connected with
the migration, way of life, traditional costume and accoutrements of one of the ethnic
minority groups residing in contemporary Georgia, namely, the Udis. The significance of
this research lies in its contribution to the preservation of cultural heritage among ethnic
minorities in contemporary Georgia and its incorporation into the broader Georgian
cultural milieu. The cultural legacy of the ethnically and religiously diverse communities
in Georgia is acknowledged as an integral part of the overarching Georgian cultural
heritage. Hence, the insights derived from this research will play a vital role in promoting
the visibility and integration of these groups into the broader cultural landscape of the

nation.

Keywords: ethnic minority, Udis, cultural heritage, traditional clothes.

From both a historical and contemporary perspective, Georgia stands as a
multi-ethnic nation, where individuals of diverse nationalities and faiths have

coexisted throughout its rich historical legacy. This inclusivity extends to the
Udis community as well.
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The Udis are among the ancient, indigenous ethnic communities of the
Caucasus, inhabiting both Azerbaijan and Georgia in the South Caucasus region.
Notably, in the years 1920-1922, the Udis migrated from Vartasheni to the village
of Zinobiani, situated in Kvareli, Georgia. Documentation of the Udis historical
heritage can be traced in both ancient Eastern and classical sources. It is theorized
that the Udis forebears were akin to the Kutias (or Gutias), entities documented
in Sumero-Akkadian texts from the 3rd millennium BC, whose dominion in
Mesopotamia persisted for approximately 125 years.

The Udis initially embraced Christianity in the 4th century. However, with
the Arab conquest of Azerbaijan in the 7th century, the Christian Udis, much like
the broader local population, underwent a conversion to Islam. It is noteworthy
that a portion of the Udi community persevered in practising their original faith.
Consequently, during the 7th century, by order of the Arab caliph, they were
incorporated under the jurisdiction of the Armenian Apostolic Church. The
definitive transition of Western Ude groups to Orthodoxy likely commenced in
the 11th to 13th centuries, as a result of heightened ecclesiastical activity by the
Georgian Church in the region.

Originally, residential structures were constructed using stone and sun-dried
bricks, their roofs thatched with hay. Within, the ceiling was upheld by two
central support columns, and an ever-burning hearth occupied the centre. Beds
and utensils were neatly stored in wall alcoves. Typically, these dwellings featured
2-3 rooms, with auxiliary agricultural buildings situated within the courtyard.

Following their migration to Georgia, the Udis adopted new construction
methods, favouring wooden houses. This transition corresponded to a shift in
men’s occupations. Rather than crafting tiles and pottery, they transitioned to
agricultural activities and adopted the distinctive farming practices of the Kakheti
region, Georgia.

The alteration in living conditions also influenced the clothing of the Udis.
Images from the 1800s reveal that Udi’s costumes closely resembled that of the
“Karabakh Armenians”. This similarity can be attributed to their proximity and
shared historical origins.

Traditional Udi men’s costume typically comprised trousers, a “Chokha”, and
an “Akhalukh” adorned with a leather or silver belt. Footwear options included
boots or leather “Kalaman”, and their headgear featured a sheep fur hat known as
“Pafakh” or “Dinga,” reminiscent of the “Kabalakh style.” The men’s “Arkhalukh”
featured a half-cut silhouette, constructed from lightweight black satin fabric,
knee-length, cut at the waistline, and flared at the hem, enabling unrestricted
movement during their various activities.
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The “Arkhalukh” is entirely lined with black satin and variegated Chiti
fabrics. A plain black fabric, extending from the back detail down to the knee,
features a flared wedge design at the bottom. Notably, there are openings on
both sides in the thigh area, enhanced with twisted rope decorations that also
strengthen the seams.

The underarm cut-out edge of the “Arkhalukh” exhibits a single-stitched,
straight-shaped sleeve. The final edge of the sleeve is completed with a folded
and open design, secured with katn pegs on the upper and lower cut edges. The
collar is standing and railed. The Arkhalukh is fastened at the front central line,
reaching the waistline, with five knots fashioned from katn.

The traditional costume of Udi women included a lengthy shirt and wide,
red trousers that extended to the ankles. Atop these, they would wear a garment
similar to the “Akhalukh,” gathered at the hips, featuring long sleeves adorned
with silver buttons and coins. It was cinched at the waist with a woollen or silver
belt. Beneath this, they would don an apron, commencing above the chest and
ending at the knees. The colour of the apron varied with age, light for the youth
and darker for the elderly. Footwear consisted of boots.

Udi women’s headdress comprised several elements: from the crown of the
head to the shirt’s hem, a red, airy fabric descended. From the lower edge of
the fabric, on both sides of the head, above the ears and on the chest, a cloth
embellished with silver coins, pearls, and gemstones was adorned. During
marriage, Udi women traditionally covered half of their face with a “Yeshmagh,”
leaving only their nose and eyes visible. These women were expected to wear
the “Yeshmagh” throughout their lives. However, as time passed, their clothing
style evolved, and the tradition of women wearing a headscarf gradually faded
away. An examination of Udis from Zinobian indicates their ongoing efforts to
uphold age-old customs and ancient marriage and burial traditions. However, it
is noteworthy that the utilization of traditional clothing has become primarily
reserved for ceremonial occasions, representing a shift away from everyday
wear. Thus, despite the limited number and long life in Georgia, the Udis group
conserved their ethnic identity. Information on the customs and clothes of the
Udis as an ethnic minority will significantly contribute to the formation and
promotion of public opinion about the cultural niche of this group.
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