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THE SEIZED GRAVE OF CAPT. GELOVANI
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Identification, Transnational Identity, Georgia

Despite 42 years of dedicated efforts, the Georgian people and
government have been unable to repatriate the remains of Captain
Mirza Gelovani (1917-1944), a renowned Georgian poet and World
War II hero. On 26 June 1944, just ten months before the end of the
war, this talented poet and noble warrior died heroically while
fighting the Nazi German forces in Belarus.

For 19 years, Mirza Gelovani’s grave was considered missing.
On 13 June 1963, a letter arrived in an eastern Georgian town
addressed to Eva Manchurishvili, the poet’s mother. The letter, sent
by Belarusian students, informed her that they had been caring for
Mirza’s grave in their village and requested details about his life
before World War II. The Gelovani family was eager to bring Mirza
back to his homeland, as this was his well-known wish. However, the
Belarusian regional authorities refused to grant the necessary official
permission for the repatriation of his remains.

At the end of August 1979, I was assigned by Georgian State

Television, along with film director Tamila Patashuri and
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cameraman Vladimir Medvedev, to travel to Belarus on a business
trip to create a documentary about Mirza Gelovani. From that day
on, my lifelong mission to repatriate the remains of this Georgian
veteran of World War II to his beloved homeland began, despite the
ongoing opposition from the Belarusian government.

The primary reason for the refusal to allow the disposition of
the body is the unfounded belief among Belarusian officials that it
would be impossible or difficult to locate the remains in a mass
grave. In 1979, local villagers confirmed that Captain Gelovani was
buried just ten steps away from the burial site of the other victims of
Belarus’ Liberation, who attempted to cross the Western Dvina River
under heavy enemy fire on 26 June 1944. He was buried a short
distance from the memorial by a Belarusian family, with whom
Mirza had lived for three months while his battalion awaited the
signal to start crossing the river. This host family had befriended the
young Georgian, treating him as one of their own, like a blood
relative. After the battle, they searched for him among the fallen
warriors and carried his body for nearly two miles to give him a
dignified burial in a separate grave at the village cemetery. They
acted as they would for their own family member and continued to
care for his grave for many years.

Mirza Gelovani, a well-respected young Georgian poet before
the outbreak of World War II, wrote in one of his letters to his sister
Rowena that the thought of returning to his homeland someday
helped him maintain his spirits amidst the horrors of war. This
enduring desire to return home after victory resonates in every poem
he sent back from the frontlines.
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Captain Gelovani’s grave in his native Georgia serves as a
symbolic resting place for the 300,000 Georgian soldiers, who
represent 8.5 per cent of Georgia’s population in 1939, who are
buried in mass graves across the former battlefields of World War 11
in Eastern Europe. Unfortunately, not all 300,000 Georgian soldiers
who lost their lives in the war could be repatriated and reburied in
their homeland. If Mirza Gelovani’s tomb were located in Georgia,
the Georgian people could symbolically honour all the Georgian
warriors who fought against Nazi Germany and sacrificed their lives
for the victory of good over evil in the world.

It is disappointing that Captain Gelovani’s remains have not
yet been returned to his homeland. Some Belarusian military
veterans even believe that he belongs equally to both Georgia and

Belarus because he died on their territory.
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