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For Nathalie and Marina




1. The Nation’s Tribute

The constitutional bodies

On 3 October 2023, fifty-nine days after her death, a national tribute is paid to our mother in the courtyard of Les Invalides. Flags, uniforms, epaulettes, decorations. The Republican Guard Orchestra plays – very well – the andante cantabile from the Jupiter Symphony and, for a Russian touch, Tchaikovsky’s Serenade. Roughly two hundred of us wait patiently in several rows of white plastic chairs, marked off by red ropes at the far end of the huge paved courtyard: family, guests of the family, members of the Académie Française, ministers, representatives of the three armed forces – land, air and sea – and the constitutional bodies, in sum the highest institutions of the French Republic. For a whole hour the sun warms us pleasantly. Then it disappears behind the roof, and all of a sudden it’s very cold. We regret not having dressed more warmly. Our father sits in a wheelchair, wrapped in a tartan blanket. I don’t know just how much he understands of what’s going on. At times he seems to forget that his wife has died. At others it comes back to him and he cries silently, then drifts off again. This afternoon he’s obliged to remain lucid for a considerable time, but as our mother’s companion he’s long been accustomed to protocol, formalities and Bastille Day parades in the presidential box: he’s not out of his element. He greets those who come up to say hello with a lost but affable smile. Drum rolls. A detachment of twelve Republican guards enters from the left. The first two carry a photo of the deceased in her ceremonial uniform, several times larger than life. The last three carry red cushions on which lie her sword, her bicorne hat and her insignia of the Grand Cross of the Legion of Honour. The giant photo is placed on a stand in the middle of the courtyard. I wonder what will be done with it afterwards. We keep waiting. Finally Emmanuel Macron arrives. Alone, from the right, wearing a slim-fitting jacket in which I think I would be very cold, but he’s never hot or cold; I was able to observe his very particular thermoregulation when I did a portrait of him for the Guardian at the start of his first term in office. I’d travelled with him to Saint-Martin, a French overseas collectivity that had just been devastated by a hurricane. It was so hot and humid that no sooner had we stepped off the plane than all of us were dripping with sweat, our shirts drenched. All of us except Macron. For eight hours straight we didn’t leave his side, at no point was he able to slip away to change his shirt, and at the end of the day he was as fresh as he was at the start, whereas you could have wrung the rest of us out and hung us up to dry. That was the first sentence of my story – ‘The man does not perspire’ – and when I told my mother about it she approved: a well-mannered man does not perspire. Of course a speechwriter wrote Macron’s speech, but the speechwriter knows what he’s doing and it’s not to be ruled out that Macron adds his own personal touches to what he says. All the rivers of Europe between the Volga and the Rhine flowed in our mother’s blood, he says, and her ancestors included Russian princes and Baltic barons, a Prussian general, the Georgian translator of George Sand, a lady-in-waiting to the last empress and at least one regicide. Some lived in Tuscany in a Medici summer residence, while others paraded wolfhounds through the salons of Saint Petersburg. And after having possessed so much, these people lost everything in the turmoil of 1917. He describes the miserable and magnificent world of the Russian emigration, the grand dukes who became taxi drivers, the princesses who earned their living doing ironing at home, and the proud little girl who was ashamed when she had to spell her last name at the start of every school year: Zurabishvili. ‘Really,’ sighed the teachers, ‘what a jawbreaker.’ Rather audaciously, he does not shy away from mentioning either her father, a Nazi collaborator who disappeared during the liberation of Bordeaux when she was just fifteen, or her son, me, who dug up this old story and told it in a book that hurt her. The golden legend: at the town hall on the day she became French, our hitherto stateless mother had wanted to sing ‘La Marseillaise’, recite the Constitution and pledge allegiance to the flag, and was sorely disappointed that she wasn’t asked to do any of these things. Skipping forward twenty, thirty years, the young girl becomes a specialist on the Soviet Union, ‘the giant whose feet of clay she was one of the first to reveal’, after which comes recognition, glory, and her election to the Académie Française. With a calm, cajoling voice punctuated by skilful silences, Macron describes her walking forward under the building’s famous dome. After waving a greeting, he says, ‘suddenly she slowed down, for a dizzying moment, the fraction of a second. That day, as she sat down in the chair once occupied by Pierre Corneille and Victor Hugo, the child of poor immigrants who learned French at the age of five became the embodiment of the French Republic and its language, which she served until the last moment.’ In closing, an anecdote that, however the speechwriter came by it, is hard to top as an ending. In the last months of her life, our mother pressed ahead to bring the ninth edition of the dictionary of the Académie Française to a successful conclusion. On 6 July, exactly one month before she died, she chaired the session that defined the last word in the French language: zygomatique, referring to the muscles that make us smile. ‘After zygomatique,’ Macron concludes, ‘one can die in peace. To you, granddaughter of the steppes and matron of this august body, stateless girl and matriarch, orphan and tsarina, our grieving nation pays its last tribute. Long live the Republic! Long live France!’

In my mother’s study

The day before the ceremony at Les Invalides, my sisters and I returned the keys of the huge official apartment on the Quai de Conti, on the banks of the Seine, where our parents had lived ever since our mother, until then a simple member of the Académie, became its perpetual secretary. Some of the furniture found its way into the more modestly sized apartment that our parents had bought in anticipation of the day when they would leave the Académie – and where our father, consequently, would live alone. My part in this big move consisted mainly of sorting through the books and archives in our parents’ studies. With its bookcases whose top shelves could be reached only by climbing a varnished wooden ladder, its bronze paperweights, fawn leather desk mats and framed photos showing her together with Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI, Jacques Chirac, Nicolas Sarkozy, Simone Veil, Claude Lévi-Strauss and Vladimir Putin, my mother’s study is so solemn that I can hardly imagine working there. But she did every day, both attending to the many tasks her office entailed and, early in the morning, working for three hours straight on books that I admire her for continuing to write until the end, even though nothing obliged her to do so and they didn’t add a whole lot to her glory. She liked this discipline, the way she liked taking cold showers (she even claimed she took cold baths, like Ernst Jünger) and learning German at the age of ninety. I sorted, discarded, stacked – the highest piles consisting, as always when you’re putting things in order, of everything you put off deciding what to do with. I stayed late in the deserted apartment, after my sisters had left. Through the tall windows I could see the Seine flowing under the Pont des Arts and the cars streaming along the avenue below. When the time came I switched on the TV to watch LCI news channel’s daily programme devoted to the war in Ukraine. Never before had I followed a news story so closely, never before had I watched so many reports one after the next, or listened to so many experts. My mother had been the most famous of these experts. That hadn’t stopped her, right up until the eve of the invasion, from repeating that Putin was a brutal but rational man who looked out for his own interests, and that of course he would never, ever, do such a crazy thing. She was mocked for that. Journalists said she was soft on Russia. That hurt her. But after a day or so of staggering around like a dazed boxer, she got back into the ring and put things right by acknowledging her mistake: she hadn’t seen it coming, but who had? After her death the war raged on and I was still just as interested in it, but it now seemed like a long time since the days when, with all of Ukraine rising up against its invader, Europe supporting it unconditionally and its army of volunteers retaking Kharkiv and Kherson, some observers – including me – were betting on something as monumental and far-fetched as Russia’s defeat. Alas, in the autumn of 2023 as I sorted through my mother’s papers, the sanctions had not at all brought the Russian economy to its knees, the war was bogged down in muddy, blood-soaked trenches reminiscent of Verdun, and the head of the Ukrainian army coldly acknowledged that the counteroffensive had failed and that the Russians had the upper hand. Far from falling apart, the empire was growing stronger. As for Vladimir Putin, he looked like anything but a man who wakes up in the middle of the night bathed in sweat, wondering why on earth he’d done such a crazy thing, but rather like a man waiting calmly, with a crafty smile, because he knows that time is on his side.

In my father’s study

Leaving my mother’s study, you crossed a living room so large that for twenty-three years my children, my nephews and my grandson – named Louis after his great-grandfather – all played football on its carpet, and beyond it a dining room decorated with forty or so paintings all in the same square format, representing members of the Académie from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: the brothers Pierre and Thomas Corneille, Racine, Buffon, Voltaire, all of whom my father was still able to name even though he’d forgotten, for example, that half an hour earlier I’d introduced him to Charline and told him we were going to get married. Each time I visited, to stimulate his mind I’d ask, ‘And him? Who’s he?’ He never hesitated: ‘Fontenelle! Champfleury!’ From this dining room a very long hallway led to the dark chamber, walled with bottle-green jute fabric, which we called his study without really knowing what he did there. Since the start of the lockdown and his own decline, he’d stayed there from morning to night, in front of a television that aired back-to-back geographical documentaries and classical concerts which I also tried to get him to react to, because he’d always loved music and still did. Together we tried to identify the composers and performers, other times I took out my phone and played him one of the pieces he used to play on the piano. My father’s study turned out to be far more difficult to sort out than my mother’s. Its contents were much more diverse because he was, in every sense of the word, extremely conservative. He kept everything: our school assignments, the candles from our birthday cakes, postcards sent from school ski trips, concert programmes, dinner seating plans, cinema tickets, loyalty cards from shops that had been closed for forty years, and, in a carved wooden box that meant a lot to him because it had been given to him by the last remaining convict of the Cayenne penal colony, an envelope containing a dried fern leaf, marked ‘Picked in Hergas on 11 April 1976’. Squatting on the carpet, I spent a minute wondering where Hergas was – a check showed it was in the Pyrenees – and what he could have been doing there on 11 April 1976, then continued emptying the seemingly bottomless drawers of a writing desk that had come down to him from his mother, one of the most massive and hideous pieces of furniture I have ever laid eyes on. What interested me the most in this jumble of stuff were the boxes of letters and photo albums, especially the ones from the fifties and sixties, which tell the story of my parents’ younger days and our childhood. These small photos with scalloped edges have aged better than the ones from the following decades with their blurred and faded colours. It’s strange how ugly and badly dressed we all are in the later photos, parents and children alike, whereas the earlier ones all have a certain elegance, with my father wearing a striped jersey and espadrilles, for example, which give him a paradoxically modern charm, ennobled by the black and white. I’d flipped through these albums with him not long beforehand, asking him to identify people I didn’t recognise. He was as infallible on this score as he was with the faces of members of the Académie during the Grand Siècle or the rubato of our favourite pianists, and I was acutely aware that after his death there would be no one on earth who could tell me that the man standing next to him, in this photo taken in Cazères-sur-Garonne in July 1962, was Robert Anet, the grocer who’d been his best childhood friend, or that this other man, Mr Lécussan, ran the newsagent’s shop where my mother bought me my very first books. That was the summer when she taught me to read and I learned to swim, at the municipal swimming pool where the same Mr Lécussan was also the swimming instructor. Holding me under my tummy, he had me swim the length of the pool, shimmering in the sun, as far as the blue ceramic steps where my mother watched as I approached. I could see how proud she was of her little boy, and I was proud too, incredibly proud and happy. I described this moment of boundless happiness and fulfilment forty-five years later in the last pages of the book Emmanuel Macron alluded to at Les Invalides. The book is called My Life as a Russian Novel, and it’s true that it hurt my mother. We didn’t see each other for several years after it came out. It dealt with a weighty subject, and my treatment was brutal. Oscar Wilde wrote this sentence that’s as beautiful as it is true: ‘Children begin by loving their parents; as they grow older they judge them; sometimes they forgive them.’ But the opposite is also true: parents do well if they get a chance to forgive their children before they die.

Genealogy

The only thing in our father’s archives that was well organised – or organised in a way that was accessible to others – were the files containing his genealogical research. Genealogy was his lifelong passion. Throughout his life he corresponded with parish priests in the Ariège department, Bavarian heraldists and a distant Peruvian cousin based in Lima who dealt in hallucinogenic mushrooms, who was just as thrilled as he was to exchange information about their adventurous grandmother and great-aunt, Gabrielle Carrère, who in 1912, at the age of thirty-two, left Pau in south-western France to cross the Atlantic alone aboard the liner Gascogne. On deck, she sat next to a young Englishman named Robert Duncan – his trail ends there. I knew, of course, that my father had devoted himself to such research, but I had no idea that since his retirement he’d carefully classified and consolidated all of these scattered, disordered documents that he’d amassed over seventy years, and arranged them in five copious files, one on his own family and the other four on his wife’s – the imbalance having to do with the fact that he was always more interested in her than he was in himself, as well as with the objective fact that we know more about aristocratic families than we do about rural ones. These dossiers look like real monographs, bound, divided into chapters, illustrated with family trees but also with maps, engravings and photos, all annotated in his neat handwriting, which is somewhat hard to read as it’s both vertical and slanted, I’ve never seen anything like it. I spent the five months that our father survived our mother poring over them. I tried asking him about them, but it was too late. Since she’d died, even these documents that had captivated him so much no longer interested him, and when he died in turn, all I was left with was the regret of having so stubbornly avoided what was all in all a perfect pretext for getting closer to him, listening to him, entering his world, instead of taking as little interest in his research as if he’d been a stamp collector – and no doubt even if he’d been a stamp collector it would have been worth my while to take an interest in it, to consider this pastime as a gateway to his inner life. What is certain, in any case, is that if at one point I had felt the desire, as often happens in the latter part of life, to learn about my family history and, since I’m a writer, to write it down, it would have taken me years to collect even a quarter of what my father had gathered and bequeathed to me. Everything is ready, filed, ordered, the characters identified, their biographies recapped, their names written below their photos. As if, from where he is, my father were saying to me: It’s yours. You take it from here.

The horizontal and the vertical

The books, films and stories that move me most are the ones that show both the horizontal and the vertical dimensions of life. Horizontal: love, friendship, the bonds we form with others as we make the crossing in the same waters, at the same time. Vertical: the relationships between generations. Parents and children, ancestors and descendants, who inhabited different worlds, shared different collective narratives, different values, different truths – things that were self-evident to our grandparents, let’s say, have become not only foreign but often scandalous to us. I like it when I’m given simultaneous access to these two dimensions of human experience. I think that’s the secret of great books (War and Peace, Buddenbrooks, Kristin Lavransdatter …), but in fact as I grow older, what interests me the most is the vertical dimension. Not so much my friends and my loves as my parents, my children, the child I myself once was. That’s what I want to write about today. At the same time …

At the same time

… At the same time, I’m one of a growing number of people who’re convinced that we’re heading towards an unprecedented historical catastrophe, the collapse of our civilisation if you’re optimistic, and if you’re not, the extinction of our species. And if that’s true, if that’s really what’s happening, what point is there in writing about anything else? Faced with the fact that there are eight billion of us on Earth, the irreversible ecological catastrophe and the migration crisis, the advent of artificial intelligence that threatens to swallow us up before we can even get our minds around it, and, to boot, the end of democracy and all our Western values (I say ‘to boot’ because apart from us, no one seems to see this as a great loss), faced with all of this, then, isn’t it completely off the mark to write about your own little life as it winds down, about your own little family and your parents’ younger days? In my defence, that’s not the only thing I’ll be doing here, and I know, in starting this book, that it will deal in no small part with Ukraine and the brutal war Russia is waging there, because for me Russia, for better or worse, is a family affair: our vertical axis. But moreover: my parents’ last months and the gulf of time that separates me from the little boy I was in the sixties, beside himself with joy as his mother smiled at him from the blue ceramic steps of the swimming pool in Cazères-sur-Garonne, all of that may be minor but it is not insignificant. Because the world may collapse – and by all evidence is collapsing – yet it remains the stock-in-trade of people like me to write up what we have experienced on our small acre of land and no other, in our small strip of time and no other, in the small being it has been given to us to inhabit and no other. And so since they’re dead, and as long as I’m alive, that’s what I will do.




2. Georges

‘History’s curious wink to a twentieth-century couple …’

The book my father dedicated to the paternal, Georgian side of his wife’s family opens with a strange, discreetly strange paragraph that gives an insight into his approach. Hélène Zurabishvili’s grandfather, he writes, was born in Poti. And Poti, ‘named Phasis by the Greeks in the fifth century BC, was a port at the far end of the Black Sea, through which ran one of the major trade routes of antiquity, linking India to Turkey over Persia, around the Caspian Sea and up the winding course of the Kura River’. So far, so good: a lesson in classical history and geography, which always captivated my father. But get what comes next: ‘History’s curious wink to a twentieth-century couple, who hailed from regions so far apart: the Roman general Pompey conquered Phasis on his eastern campaign, not so long after stopping at Encausse in the Central Pyrenees, whose waters had cured his soldiers and their horses of malaria brought back from Spain.’ Reading these lines which one could easily overlook, I started. Suddenly, an opening. A skylight looking directly into my father’s soul. His name was Carrère d’Encausse, a surname that was partly usurped, as we shall see, but one my mother went on to make illustrious. Encausse, where the maternal side of his family came from, is a tiny thermal spa, once renowned for the treatment of kidney stones. In all probability the town didn’t exist in ancient times, or at least not under the same name. But my father was fastidious in his work and little inclined to fabricate, and I have no reason to believe that he invented this albeit unlikely trek of Pompey from his family’s birthplace to that of his wife, as far apart as they may be. I checked. Pompey pacified Spain in 72 BC (as one Spanish chieftain, quoted by Tacitus, said: ‘When the Romans have destroyed everything they call it peace’). Then in 67 BC he conquered the Caucasus, and notably Phasis. Between one newly acquired colony and the other his legions must indeed have passed through the Pyrenees – and why not, then, through Encausse? However shaky it may be, the hypothesis holds water. Nevertheless it takes a good dose of psychological self-interest to formulate it in the first place, and it moves me to think of my father, in this study with bottle-green walls where he spent most of his time alone at the end of his life, poring over these papers collected over so many years, these notes that were practically illegible for anyone but him, scribbled on the back of insurance forms or hotel stationery on the trips to the four corners of France that made up the better part of his professional career, putting it all in order, the way you put your life in order, and inscribing the words, at the top of this immense and secret work, this declaration of love to his wife who most certainly never read it: ‘History’s curious wink to a twentieth-century couple …’

The three things you can read on a face

After this opening, my father launches into a lesson on the history of Georgia, from the time of Pompey, when this small mountainous country in the Caucasus was called Colchis, until 1783, when, to free itself from the Ottoman Empire, it sought the protection of Russia, which then simply annexed it in 1801. Briefly he touches on the battles and skirmishes between the Russian colonial army and the Caucasian guerrilleros who, from the cover of their mountain refuges, resisted the invasion tooth and nail. The Caucasian guerrilleros, however, are of little interest to my father. What interests him are the Russian conquerors, the Russian aristocrats, the hotheads of Russian romanticism. When, like the poet Lermontov, you had written verses against the tsar or almost killed someone in a duel, you were sent to the Caucasus to get yourself killed in turn, but also to live life to the fullest. The Caucasus was the Russian Wild West, their Apache Territory, and my father is of a time – and of a disposition – to identify with the cowboys in Westerns rather than with the Indians. Accordingly, he slips in the names Count Panin – a sort of General Custer ‘sent by Catherine II to liberate Christians captured by the mountain people’ – and Count Grabbe, head of the Russian expeditionary forces, known for his brutality. Both men, Panin and Grabbe, are among my mother’s ancestors. In their youth, my parents frequented a Countess Grabbe who’d been a model for the Maison Schiaparelli, and whom I knew as a very old lady – in the photos she has a sardonic, vampire-like look reminiscent of Karen Blixen, apparently she was very funny. As for Count Panin, in 1801 he helped plot the assassination of Tsar Paul I. He was the one Macron was referring to when he spoke of the regicides in our family. Turning the pages of this file I can sense that my father is burning to tell this story, but the time has not yet come and the order of the day, for now, is the story of the obscure Zurabishvili family. Originating in Kakheti, a pastoral and winegrowing region in the east of Georgia abounding in beautiful landscapes and opportunities to get plastered, it’s a family of priests (this is Orthodox country, priests can get married). My father being my father, he managed to link these rural folk to princely families, but the ties are so tenuous that he doesn’t dwell on them. The first Zurabishvili to emerge from this genealogical fog in which geography makes up for a lack of history is my great-grandfather Ivane, nicknamed Vano, who, in my father’s words, would have a life that was ‘sad at the beginning, sad at the end, but very endearing in between’. Indeed, Vano’s father dies when Vano is just three. He is followed to the grave by his two other sons, Vano’s brothers, both of whom die of diphtheria on the same day, and then by his widow, who is overcome with grief, with the result that at the age of six little Vano is left with no other family than his elder sister, and even though she brings him up with love, my father is right in saying that that’s a sad start to life. In such conditions Vano has to be both gifted and enterprising to do brilliantly at law school first in Kiev and then in Moscow, after which, in 1895, he moves to Tiflis – the Russian and hence official name of the Georgian capital now called Tbilisi. There he embarks on a career as a lawyer, journalist and man of letters, a combination that makes him what was then known as a ‘publicist’. His goateed face in the photos is typical of his era, but it’s more than that. Untypical of his era are his deep-set black eyes, and his bright, penetrating gaze. I come across a lot of gazes, in this autumn of 2023, that went still a century ago. Leafing through the albums I picked up in the apartment on the Quai de Conti, full of photos that date back to a time before either I or my parents were born, I scrutinise face after face, some familiar, others unknown, and it strikes me that on each one three things can be read, in varying proportions: the era, which leaves its inevitable mark; the social class, ditto; and finally, the individual personality, which shines through this double veneer to a greater or lesser extent. In some faces all you see are the era and the social class. Insignificant, conformist faces: nothing out of the ordinary. But some faces stand out. They’re more rare. Life sculpted them, personalised them. They’ve become themselves, impossible to confuse with others. That’s Vano’s case, it’s the case of his wife Nino, and while it’s possible that I’m projecting what I know about them from other sources onto what I see, I find that they exude intelligence and kindness – and this is only the beginning: age, in spite of or precisely because of their ordeals, will embellish them even more.

Vano and Nino’s happy years

Writer, economist, lawyer, importer of the first shower into his country, builder of the first railway, friend of Karl Marx, at odds with Alexander Herzen, translator of Shakespeare into French (yes, into French), in our family but also in all of Georgia, Niko Nikoladze (1841–1928) was known as ‘the great Niko’ and ‘the Georgian Victor Hugo’ – which is impressive, even if of course no one calls Victor Hugo ‘the French Niko Nikoladze’. It’s the daughter of this majestic figure, Nino (Nino is a female name in Georgia), whom the young Vano Zurabishvili marries in 1895. From then until 1921, Nino and Vano seem to have been not only in a loving relationship – which they kept alive until the end – but also fulfilled and remarkably active. Both are at the heart of intellectual and political life in Tiflis and, something exceptional for the time, on an equal footing. My mother never missed an opportunity to extol her grandmother’s strong personality, independent spirit and feminist grit. Almost every bit as multifaceted as the great Niko, Nino and Vano take part in current debates, host a salon of intellectuals, publish articles in literary journals and do a number of translations. In their colonised country, Russian is compulsory. Civil servants are required to address their customers in Russian or face fines – even if neither the civil servant nor the customer are Russian native speakers. Bookshops only stock Russian literature and foreign literature translated into Russian, and Georgians are even supposed to read their own literature in Russian. So when Nino translates the novels of George Sand into Georgian, and Vano translates Anatole France’s The Gods Will Have Blood – a remarkably dark portrayal of the French Revolution and the bloodbaths caused by intransigent ideologues when they get it into their minds to improve the lives of their fellow human beings – it’s an eminently political act. An attorney registered with the Tiflis bar association, Vano became the legal adviser for the Transcaucasus Railway, which earned him the privilege of travelling extensively, in lavish conditions. He had a special carriage at his disposal equipped with every comfort – leather, copper, mahogany, porcelain, silverware, even a bathtub – which he had attached to the trains of his choice. His voyages took him throughout the Russian network and beyond, as he travelled, often with his family, to Poland, Austria, Germany, Italy, France, Spain, in short all of Europe. He loved Europe. He considered Georgia one of the cradles, if not the cradle, of European civilisation – in general Georgians tend to think that they were the first in everything, and are only half joking when they say that they were Christians even before Jesus was born. He dreamed of freeing his small country from the yoke of the Russian Empire. These dreams took place in a strictly supervised environment: the emperor was the ‘Tsar of Georgia’, and the Russian general in Tiflis who bore the title ‘Lieutenant of His Majesty’ was a veritable proconsul of the Caucasus. That didn’t stop Vano from participating in the creation of the National Democratic Party, of which he became the president.

Soso

They certainly did not know each other, as the family legend would have played it up and my father would have known, but I wonder what the chances are, in such a small country, of the two of them crossing paths. Of them sharing a moment together, a fragment of space and time: in the same room, on the same train, in the same lift. But even without knowing each other, they were enemies. Ivane Ivanovich Zurabishvili, bourgeois intellectual, democrat, friend of discussion, respectful of the property, opinions and freedom of others, was the enemy of his exact contemporary, Joseph Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, who did not yet bear his revolutionary nom de guerre, Stalin, and was still known by his Georgian thug name Soso. Because Soso, before being a revolutionary, was a thug, a shady and brutal figure from the underworld, whom Vano would have regarded, had he known him, with a mixture of fear and disgust. Hatred, however, was stronger on one side than on the other. While Vano’s was limited to avoiding the sullying company of scumbags like Soso – which is not really hatred – Soso wanted people like Vano dead. To this end he went from being a petty thug to being a real gangster in the service of the obscure Bolshevik Party, at the head of which he would subsequently have twenty million of his fellow citizens killed, with bourgeois liberals like Vano among his preferred victims. Soso’s early years have been recounted, based on archives made public after the end of the Soviet Union, by the English historian Simon Sebag Montefiore, an Anglo-Italo-Jewish gentleman with a mocking elegance, with whom I remember having a well-washed-down dinner at Petrovich, one of my favourite restaurants in Moscow in the early 2000s. My appetite whetted by a few joints smoked back at my friend Jean-Michel’s place, I ate that evening plate after plate of selyodka pod shuboy, a kind of lasagne with alternating layers of beets and herring, which made Montefiore laugh out loud. He gave me a nickname that stuck in the small circle of expatriates I frequented at the time: ‘the unstoppable herring eater’. Montefiore had just published a monumental biography of Grigory Potemkin, Catherine the Great’s favourite. My mother, at exactly the same time, was writing Catherine’s biography – and during that dinner I had no idea how eagerly I would read and cross-check the contents of these two books twenty years later, with the onset of the war in Ukraine. At the time of our only meeting, at Petrovich, Montefiore was completely absorbed with the preliminary research for his next book, Young Stalin, which would come out in 2007, and he spent a good part of that memorable dinner recounting with deadpan verve his hero’s formative years as an uninterrupted succession of bank robberies (which the Bolsheviks called ‘expropriations’), imprisonments, spectacular escapes, beatings, ambushes and murders – murders which Soso entrusted to his loyal hatchet man Kamo, a sadistic and slightly dim-witted giant who would have been an outstanding bit part in the blockbuster for which we worked out a tentative casting that evening. I also remember, despite my drunkenness, a discussion about the words menshevik and bolshevik – both invented by the Bolsheviks. Although they were only a small group and fiercely opposed to democracy, Lenin’s followers proclaimed themselves Bolsheviks, which means majority. And social democrats like Vano, under whose impetus Russia could have evolved towards an acceptable society, they labelled Mensheviks, those in the minority, even though they were much more numerous. It’s a constant in Soviet thinking, Montefiore explained, perhaps even the core of the Soviet mindset since its inception, to call things the exact opposite of what they are and make people live in a world of lies without limits or reference points, a world on its head. The most becomes the least, the least becomes the most, misery becomes opulence, the gulag becomes freedom. It’s what Piatakov, one of Lenin’s first companions, summed up in this striking phrase that Montefiore believed was meant without a stitch of irony: ‘If the Party tells a Bolshevik that white is black and black is white, he must believe not what he sees but what the Party tells him to see.’

The three years of independence

Whether they wanted to or not, during the First World War the Georgians had to fight for the tsar against the Ottoman Empire. The railways were one of the lifelines of this war, and my great-grandfather Vano also did his bit as administrator of the Transcaucasus Railway. His two eldest sons, Archil and Georges, were at the front, the first as an artilleryman, the second in the infantry. The youngest, Levan, was still in school. At eighteen, my grandfather Georges would be taken prisoner by the Turks in the insalubrious Colchis marshlands and languish for several months in Trebizond on the Black Sea, plagued by fevers that would leave him with lifelong after-effects. On his return from captivity, his jacket was so impregnated with grime and vermin that it stood on its own. In 1917 comes the October Revolution, which the Georgians initially take as wonderful news. Once the tsar – whose obstinate thickheadedness had blocked reform of any kind (my mother tried to rehabilitate him in a late and not very convincing book) – was overthrown, the hour of Western-style freedom seems to have come. A three-year interlude then begins, between the tsarist colonialism and the Soviet Iron Curtain, a blessed interval during which the Georgians hasten to draft a constitution – the first to give women the right to vote – and elect a parliament in which Vano would sit as a senator. At this time when everything seems possible, he is also president of the Georgian Coal Mines, the Agricultural Bank, the Nobles’ Land Bank, the Franco-Georgian Chamber of Commerce and the Tkibuli Mining Committee. Prestigious but poorly paid, all of these positions taken together don’t prevent the Zurabishvilis from shivering in their unheated flat during the interminable winter of 1920, when the thermometer drops to minus ten degrees Celsius and people get around by horse and sleigh. They live in the centre of Tbilisi, in a modest flat on the fourth storey of a building whose ground floor is now an Irish pub. My cousin Salome took me there on my first visit to Georgia in the autumn of 2022, then showed me the school the three brothers went to and the church their mother – my great-grandmother Nino – used to attend. There she befriended the mother of a certain Lavrentiy Beria – the other august Georgian, after Stalin, of the Bolshevik elite. Head of the terrible political police that was successively called the Cheka, the GPU, the NKVD, the KGB, and today the FSB, this small, bald man with gold-rimmed glasses had several million of his fellow citizens massacred before meeting the same fate himself, in 1953. Like all churches, the one Nino attended was closed after the Revolution, but it opened secretly at night – Salome says – so that Beria’s mother could come and pray to God to pardon the crimes of her son. After his return from the front with his officer’s stripes, Archil, the eldest of the three brothers, wants to study science abroad, and is admitted to an engineering and surveying school in Grenoble, from where he will follow the dramatic events as they unfold. As for Georges, promoted to the rank of lieutenant, thanks to his knowledge of French and English he becomes a liaison officer responsible for relations with the heads of mission of the allied countries. A photo shows him glancing sideways, at the edge of the frame and almost escaping from it, a slender, elegant young man in his uniform whose trousers are cinched with a belt which, according to my father’s caption, came from the Galeries Lafayette in Paris. Where did Georges get this belt? Where did my father get this detail? A little later Georges will exchange this uniform for English-style suits, in which he will serve as guide to various foreign visitors eager to learn about this exotic little country that had just emerged on the diplomatic map. In a letter bringing Archil up to date, Vano writes: ‘Your brother has become a complete diplomat, he flirts, plays the dandy, we can’t get him to see reason.’ And my father, knowing how the story finishes, writes in the margins: ‘Georges is happy. 1920 is coming to an end. A few more weeks and it will all be over. At twenty-three, he is exactly halfway through a life he believes is full of promise and which will no longer be anything but drudgery, humiliation, misery, tragedy, and death at forty-six.’

The Suitcase, 1

On 27 January 1921, the allied powers meeting in Versailles officially recognise the Democratic Republic of Georgia. The Zurabishvilis rejoice. ‘At last! At last!’ writes Ivane. ‘We’ve become citizens of a civilised country!’ Their joy is heart-wrenching because it will last exactly one month, at the end of which Soviet Russia sends its 11th Army to invade Georgia. On 25 February, the red flag is raised over the Parliament in Tbilisi. Even though they have no inkling that it will remain there for seventy years, Vano and Nino understand what it means for the time being, and on 19 March they take Georges and little Levan and board the cargo ship Anatolia, which will take them from Batumi, the country’s big port on the Black Sea, to Constantinople. They leave everything behind, except what they can fit into a large brown suitcase that will accompany them through all their trials and tribulations. They want to believe that they will return. None of them did. The first to set foot on the land of her ancestors, eighty years later, is Salome, Levan’s daughter, Vano and Nino’s granddaughter, first as French ambassador, then as Georgian minister of foreign affairs, and finally as president of the Republic of Georgia.

Uncle Louis Coquet’s dagger

I read their letters from Constantinople, almost all of them addressed to Archil, who’s still studying in Grenoble. Nino: ‘What a tragic end to our wonderful dream of statehood and independence.’ Levan, still just an adolescent, remarks with robust clairvoyance: ‘All of this is just because the Bolsheviks have had enough of destroying their own country and want to pick on someone else …’ Without any means of existence in Constantinople, the Zurabishvilis are so desperate that Nino thinks ‘very seriously’ of throwing herself into the Bosphorus. A saga spanning several letters concerns a large carpet, the principal ornament of the apartment in Tbilisi, which they left behind but try to sell from a distance. It seems they greatly overestimated its worth – a mistake also made by poor Levan regarding his stamp collection, which he’d been counting on to help his parents. The carpet will never be sold, the stamps will be sold off for next to nothing. Things improve somewhat when Vano lands a job as legal adviser at the Turkish-Persian Bank. This reassures Georges enough that he feels free to leave his parents and little brother to go to study economics in Berlin. But the respite is short-lived: on 29 October 1923, General Mustafa Kemal Atatürk – the father of the Turks – proclaims the Republic. One collateral effect: the Turkish-Persian Bank goes bankrupt. The Zurabishvilis’ situation becomes critical once again. Nino exchanges letters with her half-sister, the great Niko’s daughter from a second marriage, who’s known as Aunt Teliko. Aunt Teliko fled to France and married an officer named Louis Coquet, who has a minor place in the family legend because, having served in Africa, he brought back a dagger that we call ‘Uncle Louis Coquet’s dagger’ (the only item of our inheritance claimed by my son Jean, a claim no one disputes) and a few anecdotes tinged with the most naive colonial racism. When my sisters and I were children, these stories were a source of continual delight. For example, at a welcome banquet offered by a tribe of Pygmies, Uncle Louis Coquet was said to have been served a delicious dish that turned out to be missionary – a punchline that our mother, when she told us the story, led up to with impeccable timing. Secure in her marriage with Uncle Louis Coquet, Aunt Teliko insisted that her half-sister and her family should come and join her in Paris, where Vano, Nino and Levan arrived in September 1924 and initially stayed in a room on Rue des Saints-Pères. Aunt Teliko’s promises were not idle: thanks to Uncle Louis Coquet, Levan is admitted as a boarder at the illustrious Collège Sainte-Barbe, and Vano, who three years earlier was active as a senator, member of Georgia’s Council of Ministers, legal adviser to the Transcaucasus Railway, president of the Georgian Coal Mines, the Agricultural Bank, the Nobles’ Land Bank, the Franco-Georgian Chamber of Commerce, etc., was only too happy to obtain a job as an inventory clerk in the basement of the department store Le Bon Marché. Later he becomes an accounting clerk at La Samaritaine, a big improvement as he moves up several floors, has a glimpse of the sky and is no longer constantly on his feet but seated at a desk, where he has his hands full copying address lists and sorting orders that arrive by pneumatic tube. Vano tries to brighten up this degraded life by writing articles in small exile magazines and translating Alphonse Daudet’s autobiographical novel Le Petit Chose into Georgian. (My sisters and I loved Le Petit Chose, and I will insist until my dying day that Alphonse Daudet is an incredibly underrated author.) What kept Nino and him going was their love. In the photos I have of them it simply jumps out at you, Vano still sporting a goatee that’s now gone white, Nino also with white hair, tied up in a loose bun, and both with wonderful faces: humane, affectionate, indulgent. Archil was their upstanding son, soon to graduate from engineering school, soon to be married with a family, who, buoyed by this success, did everything he could to assist his parents and brothers. Young Levan would follow in his footsteps, entering the Paris School of Mines in 1930, from which he would graduate with distinction. These technical and very marketable degrees would allow both brothers to carve out for themselves, in the space of just fifteen years, an entirely respectable place in French society. That leaves Georges. Georges is another matter.

Georges in Berlin

One problem with my maternal grandfather is that I’ve already talked about him, and at length. My book My Life as a Russian Novel deals in depth with this dark and elusive figure. Nevertheless I can’t tell this story without him, so I’ll try to tell the same things differently, and start by rectifying an error. What I wrote, what my mother said, and what Macron repeated in his speech at Les Invalides, is that Georges Zurabishvili was a ‘philosopher’, that he attended Edmund Husserl’s classes in Germany – or, to use an even more flattering expression, was ‘Husserl’s student’, just as Hannah Arendt was ‘Heidegger’s student’. This could have been true, because he had a passion for abstract ideas and was an avid reader of philosophical texts, but it’s not. My mother embellished his curriculum vitae. He studied economics and accounting in Germany, studies he and his parents counted on to secure him a career in a chaotic world where a man with capabilities as vast as his father’s had a hard time pulling enough strings to land a job in the basement of a department store. But while his brothers faithfully devoted themselves to their studies without thinking themselves above what was being asked of them, he brought to everything he did a kind of distance, an irony that bordered on smirking. You never knew where you stood with him, he was constantly changing his mind and his mood, something I know all too well – far too well. The letters his mother sends him from Paris express tenderness but also worry and even exasperation. ‘I don’t want to offend you, my little Goglik, my darling boy, I’m afraid of how you’ll react to the slightest chiding, I’m even afraid to give you advice, but how can I not tell you, my dear, that you devote twenty pages of the only letter you’ve sent in several weeks to purely abstract thoughts on the struggle for survival, the aim of existence, etc., and with all of that, after all of these thoughts and explanations, not a word about how your exams went, if you have the results, if you hope to graduate one day, why you need to renew your visa on a new passport – in short, a thousand things that interest us and about which we rack our brains …’ I’ve been able to read a few letters, written in Russian, from Georges to his parents: they’re exactly the way his mother describes them. He has a knack for saying in twenty lines what could be said in two and which, when you reread them, don’t actually mean anything at all: a convoluted series of circumlocutions and prevarications, full of terms like ‘in a manner of speaking’, ‘to the highest degree’ and ‘if the truth be told’, all with the purpose of explaining how much the world is against him, when in fact he is his own worst enemy. Between requests for money and philosophical considerations, there’s no room left for so much as a slightly spirited description of his student life in Berlin. Did he frequent, even marginally, the small community of Russian émigrés? The community – an equivalent of which was formed exactly a century later, after the invasion of Ukraine – which Nabokov described so unforgettably in his last novel in Russian, The Gift?

Enchanter in an enchanted land

The parallel is cruel: both born in 1899, my grandfather and Vladimir Nabokov were exact contemporaries. They walked the same streets in Berlin in the early 1920s, strolled under the same lime trees, and swam in the same lakes in the summer. The Nabokovs were exiled as a family, and I think this is the moment to say a word about Vladimir Nabokov Sr, who was a considerable figure in his own right. Well-born, immensely wealthy and highly gifted, he was nonetheless a staunch opponent of the obtuse autocracy of Tsar Nicholas II. Imprisoned for refusing to drink to the tsar’s health at an official banquet, he also denounced the scandalous trial of a Jew accused in Ukraine of torturing and killing a Christian boy for ritual purposes. Repugnant caricatures depicted Nabokov Sr delivering Holy Russia to the hooked noses of international Jewry on a silver platter, and it was in retaliation for these deeds done in the interest of justice and freedom that he was assassinated in his Berlin exile in 1922 by two Russian monarchists. This tragedy did not stop Nabokov Jr from spending enchanted years in Berlin with his wife Vera and their little boy – but enchantment was his very modus vivendi. Nabokov was a kind of extraterrestrial, when you read him you sometimes think he was to Homo sapiens what Homo sapiens was to Homo erectus: a being more advanced on the evolutionary scale, gifted to the highest degree with faculties that remained in most of his fellow humans at a crude and rudimentary stage. His sensory acuity is matched only by his ability to describe and name. Insects, mushrooms, herbs, nothing in his sparkling world is general or generic. Something as prosaic as ‘a butterfly’ does not exist – or only in the dry, abstract minds of intellectuals like my grandfather. What exists is the Polyommatus blue, the goat moth, the oak eggar, the Arran brown, the Sievers’ Carmelite, the silvius skipper and, for those who prefer more formal names, in Latin, the Cyllopsis pyracmon nabokovi (nabokovi, yes: he was the one who identified and named this rare specimen of wood-nymph). Nabokov could distinguish, by ear, the rustling in the air of the leaves of the aspen, the hornbeam, the honeysuckle, the black poplar, and he would routinely write, while eating his breakfast, paragraphs such as: ‘A sense of security, of well-being, of summer warmth pervades my memory. That robust reality makes a ghost of the present. The mirror brims with brightness; a bumblebee has entered the room and bumps against the ceiling. Everything is as it should be, nothing will ever change, nobody will ever die.’ This is how we see life ‘when one is wide awake, in moments of robust joy and achievement, on the highest terrace of consciousness’. Nabokov spent his life on that terrace. There he enjoyed an ecstatic, impregnable happiness, independent of tribulations, from the height of which – such is its limitation – he looked down harshly on the greater and lesser miseries in which people less gifted than himself were entangled. If they ever did cross paths, my poor grandfather must have hated him.

Creative destruction

‘With a very few exceptions,’ Nabokov recalls, ‘all liberal-minded creative forces had left Lenin’s and Stalin’s Russia.’ Looking back at those years of exile, he goes on, ‘I see myself, and thousands of other Russians, leading an odd but by no means unpleasant existence, in material indigence and intellectual luxury, among perfectly unimportant strangers, spectral Germans and Frenchmen in whose more or less illusory cities we, émigrés, happened to dwell. These aborigines were to the mind’s eye as flat and transparent as figures cut out of cellophane, and no real communication, of the rich human sort so widespread in our own midst, existed between us and them.’ With whom did Georges Zurabishvili feel the need to communicate in Berlin? With whom did he communicate? I think that he didn’t really dare to make contact with others, that he remained on the sidelines. He was as shy as he was arrogant. If he didn’t have the leading role, he wouldn’t go on stage. The only thing we know for sure is that despite all his impediments and procrastination, in 1923, while Nabokov was completing his first novel, Mary, Georges finally graduated with a thesis on Joseph Schumpeter’s The Theory of Economic Development. This is interesting: at the heart of this theory is the notion of ‘creative destruction’. In a nutshell: every time an innovation occurs in the economy, it leaves the least efficient companies by the wayside – and too bad for them. It’s the strongest that survive, although that won’t prevent them from being left behind in turn when the next innovation occurs. Schumpeter describes this process as a ‘perennial gale’. This theory, inspired by Darwin and Nietzsche and giving expression to an obvious, experience-based truth, was well suited to appeal to Georges’ speculative mind, but also reinforced his defeatism. The triumph of communism made him and his kind relics of the past, wisps of straw carried away by the perennial gale. In the process of creative destruction, he was among the destroyed.

The Hôtel des Alliés

With his diploma under his belt, Georges joins his family in Paris. The year is 1924. Vano and Nino have left the Rue des Saints-Pères for the Hôtel des Alliés, near the Panthéon in the heart of the Latin Quarter. One star, it still exists. They occupy a narrow room with a sofa that also serves as Levan’s bed. It’s much further to Le Bon Marché than the Rue des Saints-Pères was and Vano only has an hour off for lunch, still he manages to make the journey every day to chow down the practically invariable kotletki – minced meatballs, the cheapest possible but seasoned with delicious herbs and spices – or lobio, the bean soup that Nino cooks on a hotplate. On Sundays she makes more than usual because they hold an open table in the small room where everyone settles where they can, on the bed, the only chair, Levan’s sofa or the window sill. Their guests include a few Georgian emigrants and, faithful among the faithful, Aunt Teliko and Uncle Louis Coquet, who regales the company with his stories of cannibals and, out of love for his wife, has become so Georgianised that he has undertaken to write a monograph on the history of this exotic country where ‘mama’ means ‘dad’, and the legendary Queen Tamara is known as ‘King Tamara’ because she was such a good monarch that she deserved to be a king. Georges is the least frequent guest at these family gatherings – for him the very name ‘Hôtel des Alliés’ is cause for sarcasm, because the Allies left little Georgia in the lurch when it needed them the most. Nevertheless, it must be fate, he’s there one Sunday when Nino invites a young Russian girl who’s also living in the hotel, on the same floor, right at the end of the corridor.




3. Nathalie

The Gotha Almanach

The young Russian girl was slender and graceful, with high cheekbones and a perfectly oval face, and her name was Nathalie von Pelken, which doesn’t sound very Russian. Gentle, blithely demure, perfectly educated: you could see she came from a good family, but no one in the Zurabishvili home could guess just how good. His wife’s mother’s family was my father’s great passion and the centrepiece of his genealogical research. Here his interest comes alive: it’s the Gotha Almanach, the intertwining of European royal houses, whose characteristic is to be cosmopolitan. A French family like the Carrères, a Georgian family like the Zurabishvilis, both of rural origin, are as good as one hundred per cent French or Georgian. Young Nathalie’s father, Victor von Pelken, descends from a richly branched lineage of minor sovereigns of the Holy Roman Empire, with Swedish, Bohemian and Italian offshoots. As for her mother, Countess Olga Komarovsky, her ancestors are mainly Russian but also Baltic, Polish, Swedish and Prussian. Both families are replete with titles, coats of arms, honorary positions, regiments and estates, photos of which my father fervently glued into his files. Some of their members he was able to visit in person, during the business trips he made across Europe in the final phase of his career. Occasionally he introduced himself as the relative by marriage that he indeed was, and was very warmly received – which filled him with joy and pride and, when he made the mistake of making too much of it, exasperated my mother.

Family portraits: the Komarovskys

When we moved our father from the apartment on the Quai de Conti to the flat where he was to live out the remainder of his days, my sister Nathalie insisted on recreating the setting that had surrounded him for twenty-three years, right down to and including, to the extent that it was possible, the positions of the paintings and photos on the walls – ‘like in Good Bye Lenin!’ we joked. Each and every one of these portraits is familiar to us, and we can put a name to most of the faces. We grew up with the daguerreotype showing little Victor von Pelken, our great-grandfather, in a page’s costume at the castle of his cousin Auguste, the reigning prince of Wied, and the portrait of his cousin, Elisabeth of Wied, future queen of Romania, who, under the pen-name Carmen Sylva, was to publish poems, translations of Pierre Loti and a collection of aphorisms, Golden Thoughts of Carmen Sylva, Queen of Roumania. Yet this Prussian side of the family, to which one entire file is dedicated, is nothing compared to the Russian side, which fills two, one devoted to the Komarovsky branch, and the other to the Panin branch. One of the most notable Komarovskys in our portrait gallery is Evgraf, a wigged dignitary with a stern face, who at seventeen escorted Catherine the Great to Crimea before becoming, at thirty, aide-de-camp to Emperor Alexander I, accompanying him to the Congress of Vienna, then presiding in 1826 over the Supreme Criminal Court for judging the conspirators known as the Decembrists for their failed coup. I would have preferred that my ancestor, instead of judging them and having them hanged, had been one of those courageous aristocrats who rose up against the tsar to obtain a constitution and the abolition of serfdom, but it seems to be a constant in my family, as we shall see, to be always on the least likeable side in politics. Evgraf’s son Egor was a collegiate assessor of the third rank, then a court councillor of the seventh rank, a titular councillor, and finally a state councillor – titles that seem rather obscure and minor to us, but were not unworthy of a nobleman of high lineage in the labyrinthine hierarchy of civil servants created by Peter the Great. To give an idea of this Table of Ranks, in ascending order of importance: if you were a collegiate registrar, governorate secretary, collegiate secretary or titular councillor, you were entitled to be called ‘Your Well Born’. If you were promoted to collegiate assessor or collegiate councillor, you became ‘Your High Well Born’. State councillor: ‘Your High Born’. Active state councillor or privy councillor: ‘Your Excellency’. Active privy councillor or active privy councillor, 1st class: ‘Your High Excellency’. Along with three-part names – Egor Evgrafovich Komarovsky, for example – this hierarchy is one of the cultural peculiarities that can make Russian novels and plays tough going for foreign readers

Family portraits: the Panins


Bosco Bello


Little Nathalie


Uncle Fyodor in Kotelnich


The firebrand


‘We lived so well’


In turmoil


The sun on the window
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