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Courtship

Circassian society allowed association between the sexes under controlled circumstances and proper supervision. The dances that were held at festivals played the important role of introducing young men to the opposite sex according to strict rules of conduct. The two groups stood facing one another, with a leader for each group. A male participant had the right to dance with any girl when his turn came. This direct contact enabled the two groups to appraise one another. Many a marriage partner was ‘picked’ at gala dances. In the olden days, bride-shows, x’ijebzaplhe (хъыджэбзаплъэ) or pschaschaplhe (пщащаплъэ), decidedly patriarchal affairs, were held.

A young man was at liberty to visit the house of a young woman in order to get to know her better. The suitor was called pselhix’w (псэлъыхъу), or soul-searcher. He had to be accompanied by a male friend. Girls were allowed to receive male guests in the company of other females. The parents were completely out of the scene. Rules of good taste were strictly adhered to, the breaking of any of which leading to prohibition of future visits. There is an anecdote about a suitor who overstayed his welcome, which prompted his ‘fiancée’ to fetch her accordion and intone a sarcastic song [in Beslanay Kabardian]: 
«Емыдэж делэр щыс, щыс.                              ‘Yemidezh the fool is still seated.
ИмыкIыжри щыс, щыс.                                     He does not leave.
Си делэшхуэр щыс, щыс»,                                My great fool is seated still’,
which caused the hapless young man to bolt off to cut his losses. A suitor was allowed several visits before he was expected to make up his mind. Excessive rendezvous were disapproved of and dating more than one lass was considered unseemly. 

Betrothal was effected in two distinct manners. The usual way was for a suitor, upon agreement with the maid, to send a delegate, usually a venerable elder, but never a kin of the suitor, to the father asking for her hand. The answer was given in the following manner. If positive, it was made known a short time after, the wedding ceremonies ensuing without much delay. Silence gave reluctance or refusal. In this case, the couple could have recourse to an age-old institution, wineyidzihe (унэидзыхьэ) or k’wese (кIуэсэ), according to which the suitor, with a group of trusted friends, abducted his beloved from her parent’s house on a set date and time. This custom, which exists to this day, corresponded to the old Western custom of elopement. 

The young woman was conducted safely to the house of one of the suitor’s friends. She stayed there with associates to keep her company, the fiancé being marooned in the house of another acquaintance. The head of the household to whom the girl was entrusted had the duty of going to the maid’s father to exhort him to change his mind. If things went well, the two parties agreed on details. In case of rejection, things could have got nasty, with bloodshed a real prospect, if the two parties stuck to their guns.

Marriage

Marriage and the associated traditions and festivities (дауэ-дапщэ) were the most intricate and enjoyable social affairs. A large corpus of rites, ceremonies, songs and dances had evolved to make this a microcosm of the Circassian way of life. Some aspects of this elaborate affair have been preserved, but the pomp and ceremony have diminished considerably.
Celebrations and festivals, which occupied central stage in Circassian social life, had uncanny similarities regardless of the occasion. Nuptial festivals, burials, memorials, religious rites, homecomings of foster-children, Circassian New Year, harvest fests, all had points of commonality: dancing, singing, feasting, games. These activities blended with particular rites associated with each affair.
The following is a scenario depicting a typical Circassian wedding party. There were three places at which the ceremonies were held: the house of the bride’s father, the house of the bridegroom’s father, and at the house were the bridegroom is lodged until the wedding night. The bridegroom was interdicted from attending the ceremonies held at the first two places, and the family of the bride did not attend the main ceremonies held at the bridegroom’s father’s house. Conversely, the parents of the bridegroom did not attend the ceremonies at the house of the bride’s father. Some of the chants sung and toasts pronounced during the various rituals are highlighted. Audio files of some of the toasts and songs (asterisked) are available on this website. The whole scene should provide a glimpse of how the Circassians exacted healthful pleasure out of life. The scenario is ready to be turned into a film.  
(1)

[At the bridegroom’s father’s house. Guests arrive at the main wedding arena]

Бысымхэм хьэщIэхэр къырагъэблагъэурэ Iэнэхэм язэрыхуэфащэкIэ ягъэтIыс.
The hosts welcome the guests and seat them appropriately at the wedding tables.  
	Тхьэмадэм:

Нобэ мы нысашэ джэгур зей унагьэум сохъуэхъу.

Iэнэгу хъуэхъу*
Уэ ди тхьэ,

Тхьэшхуэ,

Анэдолэ,

Дыщэ къуэладжэ,

Мы унагъуэр —

Уардэ унэжьу,

Выжь укIыпIэу,

Нарт ефапIэу,

УнапIэ махуэу,

Пхъэм и махуэр я бжаблэу,

Я бланэлри зэтету,

Гуфэ зэтетхэри къыдашэу,

Пхъэхьэ-псыхьэри щауибгъуу,

Фызибгъум кIадэр зэIащIэу,

ФызипщIым джэд ягъэхъуу,

Зэпымычыжыр я хъуэхъуу,

Къызэгуэзычри я фадэу,

Гъэ мин гъащIэкIэ гъэпсэу!

Вы нышыр яукIыу,

Уэрэд жызыIэр я хъыджэбзу,

Мызу къэзыкIухьыр я нысащIэу,

Я IусыщIыр дарий кIэпхыну,

Тепщэчхэр зэрыту сырэм къыдахыу,

Къум ахъшэр пхъуантэм дэзу,

Уэзий усалъэ щымыщIэу,

Гъэ мин гъащIэкIэ гъэпсэу!
* * *

…


	Toastmaster:
I shall direct my toast to the household holding these wedding festivities on this blessed day. 
Table-Toast*
Our God,

The Supreme Lord,

Anadola,

Golden ravine,

This household —

Majestic and grandiose abode,

Where great oxen are sacrificed,

The drinking place of the Narts,

Manorial seat of happiness,

The door-posts of propitious wood,

The venison multi-layered,

The crops brought in in cartloadfuls,

The wood and water carried by nine lads,

The vat stirred by nine women,

The hens herded by ten women,

Their toast-making never ending, 

Their beverage filled to bursting,

May it remain intact for a thousand years!

Oxen slaughtered in honour of guests,

The daughters singing the airs,

The bride going round not on her own, 

The cooks donning satin aprons,

The plate stacks drawn from the sideboard,

The chest brimful with money,

You whose quiver of verses never go short,

May it keep safe for a thousand years!

* * *

…




(2)
Nisashe  (Нысашэ) 
When the wedding procession arrived to the house of the bride’s parents to convey her to the new abode, a feast was held in honour of the guests. Sheep or calves were slaughtered and cooked with lepsteipx’e (лэпстепхъэ), small pieces of dough. In addition, pasties, desserts, and the ubiquitous makhsima (махъсымэ) were served.

When the carcasses were flayed, horsemen from all over the area used the skin in a game of steeplechase, each rider trying to carry it away. It was considered as a test of strength and horsemanship and as a grand diversion for hot-blooded youth. Another similar contest had a peculiar kind of cap, depi’e (дэпыIэ; literally: ‘nut-cap’), made by the women of the household by sticking together a variety of nuts on a framework, carried by a rider who galloped along, with other horsemen close on his heels trying to snatch it away. The winner was the person who crossed the finish line with the trophy.

The ceremonies were not without an ample infusion of humour. A pole called ‘qweragh’ (къуэрагъ) was used to measure the height of youngest brother of bridegroom, or youngest sister of bride so as to divine their weddings dates, all this being done in jest. A clown, azheghafe (ажэгъафэ; literally: ‘wearing a billy-goat skin’), took part in the festivities to inject a dose of good cheer. 

In the (Plains) Shapsugh tradition, the famous song «СИ ПАКЪ!»* (‘Siy Paq!’)* [‘My Pug-Nosed One!’*] was sung to a round dance (удж хъурей; wij x’wrey) as part of the celebrations in the house of the bride. The words of the song are provided in (Shapsugh) Circassian. For a rough translation into English, refer to the Kabardian version that follows it. 
«СИ ПАКЪ!»* уэрэдыр шапсыгъ адыгэхэм я репертуарым щыщщ, удж хъурей ящIым деж щыжаIэу щытахэт. Уэрэдыр зыгъэзащIэр Адыгей Къэралыгъуэм и Уэрэд ЖыIакIуэ Ансамблым «Ислъамый». 
СИ ПАКЪ!* 

Орайда си Пакъ,

Хьатрамэ гущэмэ я Пакъ,

О пхъэцокъэ рыкІори

Си Пакъэ гущэмэ,

ХьакIэщы кІуалэри си Пакъ,

ДжэнэкІэ дышъэри

Си Пакъэ гущэмэ,

Мэстэ гъэшъуери зыІап,

А Стамбулы шхончыри

Лъэбыфы гущэмэ,

Къолэ бзыуцыфыри зыкІышъу

Мэзыпчэныпшъэри

Си Пакъэ гущэмэ,

Пшъэшъэ икъугъэри си Пакъ.

Орайда си Пакъ,

Хьатрамэ гущэмэ я Пакъ,

А зимыгъэсысэуи мэуджы гущэмэ

Хьатрамэ гущэмэ я Пакъ,

Дахэри къэбгъэу джыжьыщты гущэмэ

Хьатрамэ гущэмэ я Пакъ,

Пакъэри уджэмэ ахахьэ гущэмэ,

Уджыхэр лъэхъу лъэушъэхи,

Пакъэри уджыми хэкІыжьы гущэмэ,

Уджыхэр мэщэо плІаох.

The following version of the song was adapted to Kabardian by the musicologist Vladimir Bereghwn (Baragunov), and is available on the website, sung by him. It is one of the high points of Circassian music.
	Си Пакъ!*
Ежьу. Арэда, арэда,

Арэдэ, радэ, арадэ.

Арадэ си Пакъ,

Пакъэри дахэу мэуджыр,

ПхъэвакъэрикIуэри си Пакъ, 

Мастэ гъэфийхэр зи Iэпэ,

Зи Iэпэ лъапIэр икъугъэ,

Пщащэ икъугъэри си Пакъ,

Арадэ си Пакъ.

Ежьу. Арэда, арэда,

Арэдэ, радэ, арадэ.

Арадэ си Пакъ,

Пакъэри дахэу мэуджыр,

IэфракIэ кIэщIыр си Пакъ,

МастэкIэ щридэри си Пакъ,

Дэным хуэижэри си Пакъ,

Дэным хуэIэзэри си Пакъ,

Арадэ си Пакъ.

Ежьу. Арэда, арэда,

Арэдэ, радэ, арадэ.

Арадэ си Пакъ,

Пакъэри дахэу мэуджыр,

Мастэ пэгъэплъыр си Пакъ,

Дыщэплъыжьидэри си Пакъ,

Нэжьгъуц утIэрэзри си Пакъ,

Дахэу дэщIынри си Пакъ,

Арадэ си Пакъ.

Ежьу. Арэда, арэда,

Арэдэ, радэ, арадэ.

Арадэ си Пакъ,

Пакъэри дахэу мэуджыр,

Пакъэри уджым яхыхьэм,

Къоуджхэр пэлъэуэ-плIахэу,
Пакъэри уджым хэкIыжмэ,

Къоуджхэр къэщэуэ-плIахэу,

Арадэ си Пакъ.

Ежьу. Арэдэ, арэда.
	My Pug-Nosed One!*
Chorus: Areda, areda,

Arede, rade, arada.

Arade my Paq,

The pug-nosed one dances so well,

My Paq is wearing wooden sabots,

She whose fingers make the needle whistle,

Whose precious fingers are in good measure,

My Paq is a lass in full plenitude,

Arade my Paq.

Chorus: Areda, areda,

Arede, rade, arada.

Arade my Paq,

The pug-nosed one dances very nicely,

My Paq is short-elbowed,

When my Paq sews with the needle,

My Paq is enamoured of sewing, 
My Paq is a skilful seamstress,

Arade my Paq.

Chorus: Areda, areda,

Arede, rade, arada.

Arade my Paq,

The pug-nosed one dances so well,

My Paq heats the tip of the needle,

My Paq does needlework with red gold,

My Paq has curls on her temples,

A faithful companion is my Paq,

Arade my Paq.

Chorus: Areda, areda,

Arede, rade, arada.

Arade my Paq,

The pug-nosed one dances very nicely,

When my Paq joins the wij dancers,

The dancers become animated,

And when my Paq leaves the dance,

The dancers break into threes and fours,

Arade my Paq.

Chorus: Arede, areda.


In the olden times, the ceremony of ‘disengaging the bride from the hearth chain’ was conducted. The best man (in later times, the bride’s maid) led the veiled bride thrice around the lit hearth while her girl-friends chanted hymns wishing felicity and fertility. Then the best man took the bride in one hand and the chain in the other and shook it as a symbol of severance of the connection between the bride and her father’s household. 

Before the bride was taken away, one of her family members, e.g. a younger unmarried sister, would go through the motion of refusing to give her away without a price, qetejipsch’e (къэтэджыпщIэ). This was different from the bride-price or dowry (x’ijebzwase [хъыджэбзуасэ] or chelimet [чэлымэт]), which was payable upon registration of marriage. The bride’s mother might be abducted and ransomed. 

The bride, donning her wedding dress, was then taken outside by one of the bridegroom’s friends; an unenviable task, as he was subjected to swearing and curses and was the target of physical abuse by the bride’s kin, in symbolism of their reluctance to let go of one of their own. The family of the bride kept displaying their ‘displeasure’ at being deprived of a member of their clan all the way to the edge of their clan’s territory, threatening to block the way of the procession. According to an old custom, a goblet or horn (гъуэгубжьэ), was presented to the person who blocked the way. 

With the money paid and the charades over, the bride was taken in a procession, nisashe (нысашэ), to the house of her husband’s parents, the site of the main festivities, with ritual songs and dances performed along the route. 
In the ‘Nisashe’ («нысашэ») (also called ‘Schwzish’ in Adigean; ‘Pschescheshe’ in Shapsugh) ceremony, whereby the bride was taken from her parental home to her father-in-law’s homestead (which comprehended her future abode with the bridegroom) in a procession, the ancient song «УЭРИДАДЭ» (‘Weriydade’) (which had a number of variations) was chanted along the way by her escorts (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. P’. Qardenghwsch’, 1980, p132-5):

	Нысашэ уэрэд:

Уэредэ махуэй,

ди нысэ!

Уэредэ махуэй, ди нысэ!

Ежьу. Уойра!

Данэмрэ дыщэмрэ и гущхьэ...

Ежьу. Уойра!

(Ра,) и гублащхьитIри дыжьынкъэ!

Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!

Уэредэдэ махуэй, ди нысэ!

Ежьу. Уойра!

И дыжьын щIыIур алътескъэ...
Ежьу. Уойра!

Алътес гъуэжьыр, (рэ,) и гъуапэщ!

Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!

Уэредэдэ махуэй, ди нысэ!

Ежьу. Уойра!

Уэгум ит мазэр и напэ...
Ежьу. Уойра!

Напэху дахэм зегъазэ!

Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!
Уэредэдэ махуэй, ди нысэ!

Ежьу. Уойра!

Бгъащхъуэм дэхуарзэм укъешэ!
Ежьу. Уойра!

Укъэзыша щауэми уэ удэжькъэ!

Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!

Уэредэдэ махуэй, ди нысэ!

Ежьу. Уойра!

Жыр лэныстэшхуэр уогъабзэ...
Ежьу. Уойра!

Жыр мастэ цIыкIуми уэ уродэ!
Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!

Уэредэдэ махуэй, ди нысэ!

Ежьу. Уойра!

Щхьэнтэм утесым — тхьэрыкъуэ...
Ежьу. Уойра!

(Уай,) зыбукъуэдиймэ аслъэнкъэ!

Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!

Нысэ махуэ идошэ...
Ежьу. Уойра!

Щауэ махуэ идошэжыр...
Ежьу. Уойра!

Зыхуэтшэжыр Iэщхьэхукъэ!
Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!
Зыхуэтшэжыр Iэщхьэхукъэ...
Ежьу. Уойра!

Iэщхьэху дахэр мэтэджи...
Ежьу. Уойра!

Ар щIэтэджыр ди щауэрщ!
Ежьу. (Уореда,) бэри махуэ!
	‘Nisashe’ Song:
‘Wereide, bestow happiness

on our bride!’

Wereide, bestow happiness on our bride!
Chorus: Woyra!

The top of her carriage is silk and gold…

Chorus: Woyra!

(Ra,) the two dickeys silverine!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may this be a long festival! 

Wereidede, bestow happiness on our bride!
Chorus: Woyra!

Her silverine shirtfront is aglitter with satin…

Chorus: Woyra!

Of yellow satin, (re,) are her sleeves!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may this be a long affair!

Wereidede, bestow happiness on our bride!
Chorus: Woyra!

The moon in the heavens [turns] its face…

Chorus: Woyra!

Turns it majestically towards the white-faced beauty!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may the festivities last!

Wereidede, bestow happiness on our bride!
Chorus: Woyra!

Like the soaring steppe eagle thou art escorted!

Chorus: Woyra!

May thou live to ripe old age with thy betrothed bridegroom!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may good fortune last!

Wereidede, bestow happiness on our bride!
Chorus: Woyra!

Thou cuttest with great steel scissors…

Chorus: Woyra!

And thou sewest with a small steel needle!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may this festival last for long!

Wereidede, bestow happiness on our bride!
Chorus: Woyra!

Seated on the pillow, thou art a dove…

Chorus: Woyra!

(Way,) as thou draw thyself up — a lioness!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may our bliss last for long!

We are escorting the blessed bride…

Chorus: Woyra!

We are taking the groom back home…

Chorus: Woyra!

We are taking him to the white-sleeved one!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may both of them have good luck!

We are escorting him to the bright-sleeved one!

Chorus: Woyra!

The bright-sleeved beauty is arising…

Chorus: Woyra!

She rises for our groom!

Chorus: (Woreida,) may both of them be blessed!


At first, this ancient anthem, together with other songs and toasts associated with the wedding ceremonies, had deep religious significance, but later they were reduced to a collection of toasts sung and pronounced in honour and to the happiness of the newly-weds.

In the meantime, songs, such as the following comic composition from the Cherkess, were sung at the house of the bridegroom’s father in anticipation of the arrival of the bride (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. P’. Qardenghwsch’, 1980, p125-7):

	«Нысашэ къэхъуащ...»*
Ежьу. Уайра уей, уей, уей, уей, уай рира!

(Ей, ей, ей-я, ай,) нысашэ къэхъуащ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

(Ай,) шы бэджэндыр къытхуащтэ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

(Ай,) шы бэджэндыр шхуэIум йогъу...
Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Я фэ лъейри зылъакъуэ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Я пыIэжьыр къракъухри...
Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

(Ай,) чэум зэрыдохыр...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Я къехуэхыр нэхъыбэщ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Уанэ къуапи трагъэз...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Сом зырызкIэ япшыныж...
Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

(Ей, ей, ей-я, ай,) нысэу къэтшахэр...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

ФIыцIэ пэрикъи...
Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

(Уэ,) къэрэ пэтIини...
Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Шабиихъуэ щхьэцкъэ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

(Уи,) щхьэц бырыбкъэ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра уай рира!

Быныр зэIегъэхьэри...
Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Къихьэм хуодалъэр...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Лъэдакъэ пхъашэщ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

(Ей, ей, ей-я, ай,) нысэу къэтшахэр...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

Дэным хуэишэщ...

Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!

ХьэрэшэкIэ бзаджи.
Ежьу. Уайрарэ, уайра, уай рира!
	‘The wedding is upon us…’*
Chorus: Wayra wey, wey, wey, wey, way riyra!

(Yey, yey, yey-ya, ay,) the wedding is upon us…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

(Ay,) they get us horses for hire…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

(Ay,) the hired horses are gnawing at their bits…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

They pull on their hide high boots…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

They pull their caps down over their eyes…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

(Ay,) as they dart out of the courtyard…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

Many fall off their horses…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

They knock down the saddle pommels…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

They are compensated with one rouble each…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

(Yey, yey, yey-ya, ay,) the bride that we have brought…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

Is black and with a turned-up nose…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

(We,) swarthy and snub-nosed…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

Her hair is like stiff grass…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

(Wiy,) and dishevelled…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

She brings about discord in the family…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

She intimidates those who come (to the house)… 

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

Her heels are rough…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

(Yey, yey, yey-ya, ay,) the bride that we have brought…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

She is a clumsy seamstress…

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!

But she has a weakness for buffalo milk.

Chorus: Wayrare, wayra, way riyra!


When the wedding procession arrived at the gate of the house of the bridegroom’s father, songs were sung signalling her blessed arrival to her new home and toasting her and the bridegroom. The recording of the stately «НЫСЭ КЪЫДОШЭ» (‘Nise qidoshe’) [‘We are escorting the daughter-in-law’], sung by Vladimir Bereghwn, is included on this website as a representative of this genre of connubial chants.  
Once inside the yard, the new bride was ceremoniously posed surrounded by her attendants. The ceremony of ‘removing the veil’ was then conducted. One of the masters of ceremonies (хьэтиякIуэ; hetiyyak’we) took out his dagger and with its tip lifted the veil or screen (made of decorated cloth) of the bride’s head-cover ([щхьэ]тепхъуэ; [schhe]teipx’we).
The bride’s head-cover (as opposed to the veil) was not taken off until after a fixed period after the ceremonies by a special person named ‘Cover-remover,’ a confidant of the bride’s father. The veil was removed in a swift movement with a sharp arrow. Another version had a newly-wedded woman wearing her cap until after the first birth, when a man, usually the bridegroom’s uncle, took it off in the same manner. This person then offered her new-born his best cattle and horses. The woman thereafter wore a silk kerchief.
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Адыгэ хьэгъуэлIыгъуэ.
ХьэтиякIуэм къамэ къыIэщIалъхьэри,
къамэпэмкIэ нысащIэм и щхьэтепхъуэ хъар тырех.

Circassian wedding.
 The ceremony of ‘removing the veil’
 is symbolized for modern convenience. 
The master of ceremonies (hetiyyak’we) lifts 

the veil of the bride’s head-cover using

the tip of his dagger.
The lips of the bride are then ceremoniously
daubed with ’writs’elh (IурыцIэлъ),
a mixture of honey and butter
used as refreshment at weddings.
(V. Vorokov, 1987, p192)

After the ceremonial removal of the bride’s head-cover, and the application of a mixture of honey and butter (IурыцIэлъ; ’writs’elh) to her lips by her female attendants, the master of ceremony addresses the elder females of the brdegroom’s father’s household:

«Мы фи унэ къыфхуитша нысэм зэ фыкъытхуIуплъи, дахэу фытхуехъуэхъу, ди нанэ дыщэхэ!»

‘Our gilded grammas, look at the daughter-in-law that we have brought to your household and sing her praises for us!’

Нысашэ хъуэхъухэм дахэу, кIыхьэу, убгъуауэ заукъуэдий. Мы япэ едзыгъуэ «Ди Нысэ фо» адыгэхэм жаIэу щытахэт нысашэ къыщырагъэкIуам дежт. Ар хуэфащэу нысащIэ дахэм хуагъэзат. А мы хъуэхъу кIыхьлIыхьым зы пычыгъуэ щапхъэу къэтхьынущ:  
The elaborate and very popular toast «ДИ НЫСЭ ФО!» (‘Diy Nise Fo!’) [‘Our Sweet Daughter-in-law!’] was pronounced during the ‘Nisashe’ ceremony in praise of the new bride. Part of the toast is reproduced here:

	Нысашэ хъуэхъухэр:

«Ди нысэ фо!»*
...

* * *

Нысэ цIыкIу къатшэр:

Фадэм хуэдэу Iущащэу,

Мэлым хуэдэу Iущабэу,

Джэдым хуэдэу быныфIэу,

ХьэфIым хуэдэу Iумахуэу,

ШыфIым хуэдэу цIэрыIуэу,

Жыхапхъэр илъэфу,

Унафэм едаIуэу,

ГуащэкIэ Iэсэу,

ПщыкъуэкIэ гумащIэу,

Унэр игуу,

ЛIыр и псэу,

Ди нысэмрэ ди щауэмрэ

Фомрэ цымрэ хуэдэу зэкIэрыгъапщIэ,

Я лъакъуэ зэхэгъуащэм,

ПхъэидзэкIэ ягуэшыжу,

Дунейм фIыгъуэкIэ тегъэт!

* * *

...
	‘Nisashe’ Toasts: 

‘Our Sweet Daughter-in-law!’*
…

* * *

The young daughter-in-law we are escorting:

May she whisper like smooth liquor,

Be soft-spoken as an ewe,

Have many offspring like a hen,

Be velvet-mouthed like a pedigree hound,

Be as famous as a thoroughbred,

Dragging the besom through the floor,

Obeying instructions,

Be on good terms with her mother-in-law,

Be kind-hearted to her brother-in-law,
 

The homestead her heart,

Her husband her soul,

May our bride and bridegroom

Be glued together like hair in honey,

If their feet should lose their bearing,

They are re-allotted by drawing lots,

May they find prosperity in this world!

* * *

...


The celebrations at the bridegroom’s father’s house usually started with a show of equestrian dexterity. A steeplechase with the added risk of riders snatching a cap from one another at full tilt and evading manoeuvres would set the indomitable young men in the right mood. When the first round of games had been played out, the serious business of ritual was set upon.

In an intimate marriage of dance, song and religion, a sacred ceremony was held called ‘Table Wij and Song’. A three-legged table full of victuals was placed in the middle of the village square and dancers encircled it while chanting. The rite was essentially a supplication for plenty and for blessing of the new household. Dance groups would then be formed for more amusing purposes. Married women did not take part in the dances, but enjoyed watching them all the same perched on vantage points (шордакъ; shordaq) especially reserved for them, and certainly amused themselves exchanging a tale or two.

(3)
АДЫГЭ ДЖЭГУ
Circassian Dance Party
Partakers in a dance ceremony (джэгу; jegw) divided into two groups on the edge of the dance-floor, males on one side, females on the other. Music and song were supplied by the bards (джэгуакIуэ; jegwak’we). No one was allowed to sit while the dance was in progress, no matter how long it lasted. The two groups provided background and choral singing, but only the members of the male group clapped their hands in rhythm with the music. In the olden days, a bowl of «махъсмымэ» (makhsima) was passed round. The management of each group was assigned to a specialized class of individuals called «хьэтиякIуэ» (‘hetiyyak’we’), masters of (the dance) ceremonies, who were given presents for their work. If present at the guest quarters, professional bards took up the role of masters of ceremonies. Among the tasks of the master of ceremonies was to pick and match the dancers by pointing his decorated staff («хьэтиякIуэ баш»; hetiyyak’we bash).

A dance party was started with the stately slow dance «къафэ» (qafe),
 and ended with the solemn round dance «удж» (wij), in accordance with the saying, «Джэгур къафэкIэ къыщIадзэри, уджкIэ яух» (‘Jegwr qafech’e qisch’adzeriy, wijch’e yawix’) [‘A dance party is started with «къафэ» (qafe), and ended with «удж» (wij)’]. Male dancers had to follow the moves of their female partners and harmonize with them. A female dancer always stayed on the right of her partner, and never associated with dancers of lesser social rank.
 When a prince joined a dance party and took the floor, the bards paid deference to his noble demeanour by playing songs associated with his family and lineage, clapping and chorus assuming more sober and measured rhythms.
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Адыгэ джэгу. Адыгэхэр мэудж.

Джэгур къафэкIэ къыщIадзэри, уджкIэ яух.

Circassian dance party.

The participants are dancing the wij.

A dance party was started with the stately

slow dance qafe, and ended with the solemn

 ritualistic round dance wij.

When initial energy was sapped, the fare was readied and all dug in. Refreshed and rejuvenated, young people reformed the dance groups and performed complex dance formations culminating in a dense formation of wij (удж). Then an extremely hazardous ‘sport’ would ensue at once. A group of intrepid riders fell on the dancers trying to break through, but the defenders, armed with whips and clubs would drive them away. Unwary visitors must have thought that tempers had taken a sharp turn for the worse.

Story-tellers and minstrels (джэгуакIуэ) gave literary and music connoisseurs a treat. Ancient songs were chanted, traditional tales and fables recounted, and verses recited. Lighter entertainment in the form of riddles and patter was also on offer.
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Адыгэ джэгуакIуэр шыкIэпшынэм йоуэ. 

Адыгэ джэгуакIуэхэм яхъумащ лъэпкъым

и IуэрыIуатэхэри пшыналъэхэри

зы щIэблэм къикIрэ адрейм кIуэуэ.

Circassian bard playing the violin. 

The roving minstrels preserved the nation’s

oral traditions and musical folklore from

generation to generation.
They also enlivened the festivals,

in which they were indispensible.
(4)

Wineyishe (Унэишэ) 
[At the house of the bridegroom’s father, where the main festivities are held]
Some time towards the end of the main connubial festivities, the ceremony of ‘Wineyishe’ («унэишэ») (referred to as ‘Niseyish’ in Adigean) was held in which the new bride was accompanied to be introduced to her mother-in-law and other female elders.
 Before entering the house, and according to the ‘Nise Teipx’e’ («нысэ тепхъэ») ceremony (also called ‘Qeipx’ix’ [«къепхъых»]), she was showered with pastries, bon-bons, nuts and small articles (later also small change). This was an especial treat for the children.

«Унэишэ хъуэхъур» адыгэхэм жаIэу щытахэт нысащIэр бжэщхьэIум къебэкъуа щIыкIэщ. Езы нысэр лъакъуэ ижьымкIэ бжэщхьэIум йобакъуэ. АдэкIэ мэлыфэ цIынэ, и цыр къыдэгъэзеяуэ, къаубгъури, абы трагъэувэ. Абы щытеувэкIэ нысащIэм къохъуэхъу унагъуэм и гуащэри адрей фызыжьхэри, мы къэкIуэну хъуэхъу псалъэхэр жаIэурэ:

The bride stepped with her right foot on a sheepskin mat spread on the threshold of the house with the woolly side turned upwards. As she stood on the mat, the old ladies of the household toasted her thus:

	Унэишэ хъуэхъу

Я ди Тхьэ,

Лъапэ махуэ къыщIегъэшие, угъурлыгъэкIэ!

Мы зытеувэм цы налъэу тетым хуэдиз

Нэмыс, насып узыншагъэ къет!

Я ди Тхьэ,

Къуэбын-щэбыну тхуэгъэщащэ,

Лъэпкъ тхуэщI!
	‘Wineyishe’ Toast

Our Lord,

Bless her step and let it bode well!

As much as the number of filaments on the rug she stands on

Bestow honour, good fortune and health upon her!

Our Lord,

Strew upon us a hundred male offspring,

Make us a clan!


In the Western Circassian traditions, when the bride was led inside the house of the parents of the bridegroom, her escorts chanted the ritual ‘Niseyish’ Song and special melodies were played, to which the escorts danced (the ‘Niseyish’ Dance).
 The following ‘Niseyish’ Song is drawn from the Shapsugh repertoire (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. P’. Qardenghwsch’, 1980, pp 155-8):

	Нысэищ орэд:

Идэ, идэ тыжьыния...

Идэ, идэ тыжьыния...
Жъыу. Уэрэда!

Идэ тыжьыныбгъэкIыIуя...
Жъыу. Уэрида!

А гъэминыр зыгъашIэя!

Жъыу. Уэрида!

Гощэ хьагъу-фэгъуя...

Жъыу. Уэрира!

Гугъуми тхэмылIа...

Жъыу. Уэрира!

ЛIыимыкI укъыдакIора!

Жъыу. Уэрэда!

УкъызыдакIори...

Жъыу. Уэрэда!

О шыу цIэрыIо...

Жъыу. Уэрира!

ЛъэкIыIу мафэра.
Жъыу. Уэрира!

О непэрэ мафэр...

Жъыу. Уэрира!

Тихъазынищия...

Жъыу. Уэрэда!

ТышырыщызакIэу...
Жъыу. Уэрэда!

Ащи тегъэгуащэя!

Жъыу. Уэрэда!

Тэ танахь гуащэри...

Жъыу. Уэрэда!

КIэтыкумэ кIэтыра!
Жъыу. Уэрида!

А къыкIэзгъэкIотыу...
Жъыу. Уэрида!

IаплIи есщэкIыныя!
Жъыу. Уэрира!
	‘Niseyish’ Song:

‘Sew, sew, a silverine…’

Sew, sew a silverine…

Chorus: Wereda!

Sew a silverine shirtfront…

Chorus: Weriyda!

May she live to be a thousand!

Chorus: Weriyda!

Rivalling her mother-in-law in her merits…

Chorus: Weriyra!

May we not lose heart in our day of trial…

Chorus: Weriyra!

To the youthful knight thou hast been betrothed!

Chorus: Wereda!

Thou hast been betrothed…

Chorus: Wereda!

To a glorious horseman…

Chorus: Weriyra!

Favoured by the heavens.

Chorus: Weriyra!

Oh, this day today…

Chorus: Weriyra!

Is triple lucky…

Chorus: Wereda!

Thrice upon us…

Chorus: Wereda!

It hath bestowed its largesse!

Chorus: Wereda!

More worthy than us all gwashe…

Chorus: Wereda!

Standing in the corner!

Chorus: Weriyda!

I lead her out of the nook…

Chorus: Weriyda!

And embrace her!

Chorus: Weriyra!


In the self-same traditions, instead of the ‘Wineyishe’ toast, the mother-in-law (or a designated older lady) would sing the bride’s praises in the ‘Niseghasch’we’ («нысэгъашIо») or ‘Niseyepch’ («Нысэепчъ») songs. The following two songs provide nice examples of the genre. The first is the Shapsugh ‘Niseghasch’we’ song ‘The Aschay family…’* («Ашъаемэ...»), the second the Temirgoi ‘Niseyepch’ song ‘Weriydede, bestow happiness on my daughter-in-law!’ («Уэридэдэ мафэр, синыса!») (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. P’. Qardenghwsch’, 1980,  pp 147-9 and pp 144-6, respectively):

	НысэгъашIо орэд:

Ашъаемэ...*
(Орэдэу! Орэдэу!) Ашъаемэ...

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Ашъаемэ я унэшхор дышъэчы!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Дышъэчынэлъакъор гъэужьа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Дынэр зыгъэужьырэр синыса!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Синысэ зэрэщытэр осIона!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Мэзэныкъоу-мэзэныкъор и тхылъэ!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Дышъэ псыхэлъэшъор икIыIуа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

А сэрмэ уIугъэхэр ынапца!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

ЫнэпцэкIитIор пцIэшхъуанкIа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

ПцIашхъом дэчэрэзырэм укъещэ!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Укъэзыщэ кIалэм удэжъа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Уигощэ ныожъэр огъашIо!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Пщыпхъум игъэшIуагъи бэдэда!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Бэдэдэ цIыфи къекIуалIэ!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

КъекIолIэгъуэ истэор гъэщытхъуа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Непэ уимыщытхъор тэ къэпха!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

КъэкIожь аIуи дарыешхор теубгъуа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Синысэ ицыпхъуанти мытIэкIа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Синысэ етIэкIын сэIуи сэуджа!

Жъыу. Орэдэу!

Сызыфэуджырэр иджана!

Жъыу. Орэдэу! Орэдэу! Орэдэу!
	Song in Praise of the Bride:

The Aschay family…*

(Weredew! Weredew!) The Aschay family…

Chorus: Weredew!

The great house of the Aschays is cast of gold!

Chorus: Weredew!

She twirls like a golden whirligig!

Chorus: Weredew!

She is so quick at sewing, my daughter-in-law!

Chorus: Weredew!

Let me tell thee about my daughter-in-law!

Chorus: Weredew!

Her ornaments are like semi-lunes!

Chorus: Weredew!

Of pure gold is her shirtfront!

Chorus: Weredew!

Whetted with dye are her eyebrows!

Chorus: Weredew!

The tips of her eyebrows are like the tail of a swallow!

Chorus: Weredew!

Soaring with the swallows, they take thee as a wife!

Chorus: Weredew!

May thou live to ripe old age with thy betrothed youth!

Chorus: Weredew!

May thy reverend mother-in-law honour thee!

Chorus: Weredew!

May thy sister-in-law be overly attentive to thee!

Chorus: Weredew!

May many people come to thy wedding!

Chorus: Weredew!

May all those who come leave pronouncing thy praises!

Chorus: Weredew!

Today we shall all sing thy praises! 

Chorus: Weredew!

‘Come back home, bridegroom,’ they said, she laid brocade for him!

Chorus: Weredew!

My daughter-in-law has not touched her woollen trunk yet!

Chorus: Weredew!

I am impatient for my daughter-in-law to undress!

Chorus: Weredew!

What I covet is her dress!

Chorus: Weredew! Weredew! Weredew!


	Нысэепчъ орэд:

Уэридэдэ мафэр,
синыса!

Уохыр уэридэдэ, уэрэдэ,

Уэридэдэ мафэр, синыса!

Синысэ зэрэщытыхэри осIони:

Дэнэ псыхэлъафэхэри ыкIыIуа.

Дэнэу псыхэлъафэри ыкIыIуи,

(Ра,) сэрмэ уIугъэхэр ынитIуа,

(Ра,) зынэпцэкIитIухэри пцIэшхъуакIа,

ПцIашхъом дэчэрэзырэми укъещи.

ПцIашхъом дэчэрэзырэм укъещи,

Укъэзыщэ кIалэми удэжъа!

Укъэзыщэ кIалэм удэжъи,

Уигощэ ныожъыхэри огъашIуи!

Уигощэ ныожъхэри огъашIуи,

Пщыпхъум игъэшIонхэр бэдэди!

(Ра,) бэдэдэ хьакIэри къыдахьи,

Непэ уимыщытхъухэри тэ къикIи!

Непэ уимыщытхъухэр тэ къикIи,

УкъызтекIы уянэми тхьар ети!

(Ра,) ордэ унэжьыми укъикIи,

(Ра,) цужъыукIыпIэми укъихьи,

Уэхэр уэридада, уэрадэ,

Уэридэдэ мафэти, синыса!
	‘Niseyepch’ Song:

‘Weriydede, bestow happiness

on my daughter-in-law!’

Wiwexir weriydede, werede,

Weriydede, bestow happiness on my daughter-in-law!
Of my daughter-in-law I shall tell thee:

Her shirtfront is of delicate silk.

Her shirtfront is of delicate silk,

(Ra,) her eyebrows are glossed with dye,

(Ra,) the tips of her eyebrows are like the tail of a swallow,

They take thee as a wife soaring with the swallows.

They take thee as a wife hovering with the swallows,

May thou live to ripe old age with thy betrothed youth!

May thou live to ripe old age with thy betrothed youth,

And may thy mother-in-law and the old ladies honour thee!

May thy mother-in-law and old ladies honour thee,

And may thy sister-in-law sing thy praises to the sky!

(Ra,) may guests come in droves,

Today we shall all sing thy praises!

Today we praise thee deservedly,

May the Lord reward thine mother who gave birth to thee!

(Ra,) thou comest from a mighty and ancient house,

(Ra,) and now livest where great oxen are sacrificed,

Wexer weriydada, werade,

May Weriydede bestow happiness on my daughter-in-law!


At the expiry of the song of praise, the ‘Nisetin’ ceremony took place whereby the bride gave away the clothes she had on and put on brand new ones instead. She also gave out presents to the members of the family of the bridegroom.

(5)

Niseteihe (Нысэтехьэ)
[At the house of the bridegroom’s father]
In the Eastern Circassian traditions, the mother-in-law would sing the ‘Niseteihe’ («нысэтехьэ») song in praise of the new bride as she was presented to her, and then she embraced her into her new home. 

The bride was presented with gifts (техьэпщIэ; teihepsch’e) and then led to her room with much song and dance.
 Her ceremonious placement on the conjugal bed signalled her becoming a full member of the household.
(6)

Schaweyishezh (Щауэишэж) 
[The groom is conducted back to his father’s house]

The groom (щауэ; schawe) chose his best man (щауэгъу; schaweghw) and an assistant (щауэкъуэдзэ; schaweqwedze) from among his close friends to act as his agents and as masters of wedding ceremonies, since he was strictly forbidden to make an appearance during the festivities. He stayed at a friend’s or relative’s house, schawap’e (щауапIэ), where young people would gather and celebrate by holding banquets, Schaweyefe (щауэефэ), in which toasts, schawebzche (щауэбжьэ), were pronounced in honour of the bridegroom. One wish went like this: «Уи пыIэ угъурлы ухъу!» (‘Wiy pi’e wighwrli wix’w!’) [‘Bless your cap!’]. These celebrations were held in isolation of the main festival. Another curious aspect of the wedding rituals was that the bride’s family was proscribed from attending the principal festivity.
On the eve of the wedding, an evening-party, schawexes (щауэхэс), was held at the house at which the bridegroom was residing, attended by his friends and relatives.
When the principal ceremonies were finished, the bridegroom was taken stealthily to his wife’s room in a procession, Schaweyishezh (щауэишэж), late at night, when all celebrants had gone home. Along the way, before the matrimonial seat was reached, toasts were pronounced and songs were sung in the bridegroom’s honour. A snippet from a traditional toast is presented:

«Щауэишэж хъуэхъухэр» жаIэу щытахэт щауэр езы и унэм къашэжым дежт:

	Щауэишэж хъуэхъухэр

...

* * *

Уей, ди шынэхъыщIэу —
ЛIэщIыгъуэр зей,

Бажэ уещэм —
Щыхь къэбукIыу,
ХъыкIэ уещэм —
Дыщэ къихъуэу,

Уи ныбжьымрэ

Уи бжьыгъуэмрэ кIыхь ухъу!

Мыр лъэпкъ лъэужьым къадежьа лъэгъущ,

Уи жьы хъугъуэм дамэгъу дэгызэщ.
* * *

…


	‘Schaweyishezh’ Toasts

…

* * *

Hey, our younger brother —

Master of the centuries,

When thou huntest foxes —

Thou shootest deer,

When thou fishest with a net —

Thou fetchest gold,

Long may thou live,

And may thy good fortune last forever!

This is the path we have paved for this clan,

In thine old age the nanny is thy ally.

* * *

…




ЖыIэпхъэщ мыдей мы хъуэхъу теухуауэ адыгэхэм щауэр «лъэпкъ къежьапIэ» зэрылъытауэ щытахэт, «ЛIыр лъэпкъщ» жыIэгъуэм къыхэкIыу.

The groom’s companions would sing songs and vocalize refrains, the most famous of which were ‘Your Highness’ (‘Dotenexw’ [«дотэнэху»], or ‘Dote Nexw’ [«дотэ нэху»]) and ‘The Groom’s Home-coming’ («щауэишэж»; ‘Schaweyishezh’) (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. P’. Qardenghwsch’, 1980, p159 and p160, respectively):

	Щауэишэж уэрэд:

Дотэ нэху
Джатэр зыгъэхуахуэурэ,

Хуарэр зи Iэдэжым къытхуишар —
ДэнэкIэ щыIэ, дотэ нэху?

А Iэпхъуамбэ пIащэу,

А шэ пIащэрыуэм къытхуишар —
ДэнэкIэ щыIэ, дотэ нэху?

Си дотэ нэхуу,

Данэхур зи лъэпэдым къытхуишар —
ДэнэкIэ щыIэ, дотэ нэху?
	Song of the Groom’s Home-coming:

‘Your Highness’
He who brandishes the sword,

And leads the ‘Xware’ steed by the bridle that thou hast brought us —

Where is he, Your Highness?

The one with big fingers,

Shooter of large arrows that thou hast brought us —

Where is he, Your Highness?

My lord,

The one with bright silk socks that thou hast brought us —

Where is he, Your Highness?


	Щауэишэж

Ерэдэ, рауэ, рэдэ, уора, уорэ, радэ, ра!

Ерэра, радэ, рауэ, рада, уэрэда, радэ, ай!

Ауэ, радэ, рауэ, радэ, уэрэра, радэ, ай!

Ерэдэ, рауэ, радэ, уо радэ, уорэ, радэ, ра!

Арэра, радэ, рауэ, радэ, уэрэра, радэ, ай!

Ерэра, радэ, рауэ, радэ, уэрэра, радэ, ай!
	‘Schaweyishezh’ Chorus

Yerede, rawe, rede, wora, wore, rade, ra!

Yerera, rade, rawe, rada, wereda, rade, ay!

Awe, rade, rawe, rade, werera, rade, ay!

Yerede, rawe, rade, wo rade, wore, rade, ra!

Arera, rade, rawe, rade, werera, rade, ay!

Yerera, rade, rawe, rade, werera, rade, ay!


It was considered very unseemly to be seen entering one’s new bride’s bedroom. Thus, the bridegroom had to devise methods to sneak in and consummate the marriage. He either waited until the small hours of the morning, when everybody had gone to bed, or surreptitiously climbed through the bedroom window. In Circassian society, abstinence and frugality were cherished attributes, and indulgence in the pleasures of the body was a stigma of effeteness and lack of discipline.

(7)

Consummation of Marriage 
[The bridegroom’s bedroom]

The new couple was assigned a room, leghwne (лэгъунэ), in the house of the groom’s father, which unfailingly had a separate entrance. According to an old custom, leghwnaplhe (лэгъунаплъэ), the relatives of the bride visited the bedroom in order to determine the merits and demerits of the furniture. If the couple were to live in a separate house, the custom was called ‘winaplhe’ («унаплъэ»; ‘house inspection’). The newly-weds were presented with household items, in accordance with a custom called winexesch’e (унэхэщIэ).
At the onset of puberty, girls were required to wear corsets (Kabardian: куэншыбэ, kwenshibe; Adigean: шъохътан, schwex’tan) in the form of short tight-fitting sleeveless vests made from red-morocco, leather or cloth and worn under the chemise. The corset was fastened tight with silk laces and covered the chest right down to the belt. Besides giving support to the body, it served to limit the development of the bosom area, as was demanded by the strict norms of beauty, among which physical symmetry was of paramount importance. Corsets kept being worn (day and night; when worn out, they were replaced by others of equal tightness) until the girl’s wedding night.
When eventually the newly-weds were left alone in their quarters, the bridegroom initiated the consummation of the bond by cutting the laces of the corset with his sharp dagger. This required high skill, and the infliction of any scratch on the bride’s body, no matter how small, brought a great shame upon the groom. The operation was complicated by the fact that it was interdicted for the bridegroom to see his bride in full glory in her birthday suit. It seems that even in conjugal relations restraint was a cultivated trait amongst the Circassians. 

(8)

Post-nuptial Сeremonies     

When a new bride crossed the threshold of her father-in-law’s house for the first time, a fire was lit in her quarters called ‘start of bride’s room fire’. The bridegroom’s mother, who usually lit the fire, toasted her daughter-in-law thus:

May thy fire never be extinguished!

May thy hearth never go cold!

May it forever remain warm and bright!

May thou never lack crops,

Nor meal to cook, my little one!

The bride there and then took a vow never to allow her hearth to grow cold. The quality of a housewife was assessed by the upkeep of her hearth fire. A woman was complimented in this manner: ‘That woman’s fire never went out all her life. Is there a housewife like her?!’ In contrast, about a lazy housewife it was said: ‘Isn’t she a slothful hag, letting her hearth grow cold!’

In ancient times, when the bride was taken to her husband’s house, her father had to send with her a trustworthy person to keep an eye on her. This person, called ‘All Year,’ was supposed to accompany the bride for a whole year, hence the name. After the expiration of this period, he went back to the house of the bride’s father where he was presented with proper gifts.  

The new bride was allowed a period of grace, schhenteteis (щхьэнтэтес), during which she was exempt from doing household chores. This could extend to half a year or more, after which the daughter-in-law was ceremoniously taken to the kitchen and inducted to housework. Afterwards, she was introduced to the hearth, an especially sacred corner of the house, and made to go round the lit fire while the women of the house chanted religious hymns.
 This ceremony signified ‘initiation’ of the new member into the realm of the father-in-law, and was considered a vow of obedience to him.

A son-in-law was only presented to his in-laws a long time after the wedding in a special ceremony. Upon invitation from his wife’s parents, he was taken to their house in a procession called malhx’eyishe (малъхъэишэ). A banquet, malhx’eyefe (малъхъэефэ), was then held in his honour. Despite the hospitality, the son-in-law was not keen on repaying them an inordinate number of courtesy calls, in accordance with the saying, ‘Malhx’ere shidre!’ («Малъхъэрэ шыдрэ!»)—‘The son-in-law is a jackass!’—a half-jocular adage that also bore a snippet of ancient wisdom.  

License to sew —
Once the main ceremonies were over, the new bride was inaugurated into the sewing and cutting functions in her new home (the sutorian theme is recurrent in the nuptial chants presented above). A ceremony was held in which a needle was threaded with golden thread and three stitches were run through a piece of cloth, following which the bride was free to engage in sutorial affairs.   
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� Epithet of the Supreme God? Anatolia is a region in the Asian portion of modern-day Turkey. People ancestral (or akin) to the Circassians and Abkhazians (e.g. the Hattians) inhabited this region and established seminal civilizations starting in the third millennium BC. For more details, see A. Jaimoukha, The Circassians: A Handbook, London and New York: Routledge, 2001, pp 41-2.


� Young women and girls of princely and noble houses used wooden footwear (пхъэвакъэ; px’evaqe) decorated with various bone adornments, and quite often with silver and guilding. These had a height of about 7cm, affording insulation from the mud and dirt when the fair lasses had to go about their business in the courtyard.





� ‘Wereide’ (Уэредэ), ‘Wereidede’ (Уэредэдэ), ‘Weriydade’ (Уэридадэ), etc, are variations on the name of ‘the cultic’ Dade (Дадэ).





� ‘ЩIыIу’ or ‘бгъэIулъ’ (‘БгъэкIыIу’ or ‘кIыIу’ in Adigean) is part of a Circassian woman’s national costume. It consists of a false shirtfront of velvet or silk with (up to) 12 silver or gilt pairs of plate-like buckles, which when seen from a distance impart a beautiful lustre, and other ornaments.


� ‘Шабий’ is the Tor grass (Brachypodium pinnatum), a big and tough grass.


� The whole text of the toast (in Kabardian) is available in Z. Qardenghwsch’, 1985, pp 94-104.





� A Circassian woman never called her parents-in-law, husband, or her brothers-in-law by their names. In the last case, she used pet names (пщыкъуэцIэ; pschiqwets’e) to refer to them, for example «ДыгъэцIыкIу» (‘Dighets’ik’w’) [‘Little Sun’]. It was a secretive appellation that she never divulged outside the family circle. A saying prevalent in the olden times was «ПщыкъуэцIэ мыхъуамэ, къыджеIэ щэхур!» (‘Pschiqwets’e mix’wame, qidzhei’e schexwr!’)—‘Tell us your secret, if it isn’t the pet name of your brother-in-law!’ Among the upper classes, it was considered a mark of courtesy that when the names of a woman’s husband, father, or elder brothers were mentioned, she stood up.





�  The staffs (almost sceptre-like in appearance and splendour) were about a metre long and were made from the twigs of small (forest) hazel-nut trees and were decorated with threads and golden threads, passed through equidistant openings perforated along the staff. On the staff itself, and on each of the threads, seven hazel-nuts were pinned and tied. The ends of the threads were fringed. It is markworthy that the number seven had special significance in Circassian culture. The staff served several functions, including as a baton for the master of ceremonies to conduct the orchestra.





� «Къафэ» (‘Qafe’) is both a generic term for ‘dance’ and the name of a kind of dance.





� In accordance with the saying, «Зэхуэмыдэ къызэдэфэкъым, зэмыфэгъу къызэдэуджкъым» (‘Zexwemide qizedefeqim, zemifeghw qizedewijqim’) [‘Those dissimilar in their social rank do not dance the «къафэ» (qafe) and «удж» (wij) together’].


� It should be mentioned that a week or two after the wedding, another ‘Wineyishe’ («унэишэ») ceremony (dubbed ‘Little Wineyishe’) took place in which the bride was led from her quarters to be introduced (again) to her mother-in-law and other female elders.


� It is thought that the Bzhedugh and Shapsugh had almost a monopoly on this genre (‘Niseyish’) of melodies. The Cherkess would dance their own ‘P’et’eley’ («пIэтIэлей») on that occasion.





� ‘БгъэкIыIу’ or ‘кIыIу’ (‘бгъэIулъ’ or ‘щIыIу’ in Kabardian) is part of a Circassian woman’s national costume. It consists of a false shirtfront of velvet or silk with (up to) 12 silver or gilt pairs of plate-like buckles, which when seen from a distance impart a beautiful lustre, and other ornaments.





� Literally: with a lucky step.





� According to Circassian rites, on the wedding day the bride stood in the corner of the room of the newly-weds in the company of the bridegroom’s young female kinsfolk.





� ‘Aschayeme…’ is in the repertoire of the Adigean State Folk Song Ensemble ‘Yislhamiy’. A recording of the song is available on this website.





� ‘Aschay’ is the name of a Shapsugh family.


� In accordance with the ‘Nisetin’ («нысэтын») ceremony, the bride undressed, gave away her clothes to her in-laws, and put on brand new ones prepared by the kinsfolk of the bridegroom.


� In the olden days, the bride’s cover was removed with a sword or dagger wielded by a man. Later, this function was taken over by the womenfolk using an arrow, and eventually a stick.


� The whole text of the toast (in Kabardian) is available in Z. Qardenghwsch’, 1985, pp 105-16.


� In Circassian folklore, and in accordance with the saying ‘ЛIыр лъэпкъщ’, a (newly married) man was considered (or hoped to be) the initiator of a new clan.





� ‘Xware’ [«хуарэ»] is one of the ten established Kabardian breeds of horses.





� During the feudal era, ‘дотэнэху’, or ‘дотэ нэху’, was the proper form of address to the local prince by the inhabitants of his estate (his subjects).





� In Circassian (and in general North Caucasian) cosmology everything was held in place by the universal chain. The hearth-chain (жьэгу лъахъш; zchegw lhax’sh) was the household’s link to the cosmos – the coupling to the universal scheme of things. Every home had a permanently lit hearth with a wrought iron chain hanging down the chimney. All native North Caucasian religions regard the family hearth with special reverence and it was the principal place at which family rituals were conducted, principally offerings and sacrifices and the rites associated with the cult of Dade (Weriydade; Дадэ; Уэридадэ), the clan hero, the head of the household, whose immortal soul transmigrated to hedrixe (хьэдрыхэ; the world beyond) after death. The patrons of the domestic hearth were the deities Sozeresh and Zchegwpathe (Жьэгупатхьэ; literally: God of the Hearth). A new bride was ‘unchained’ from her father’s hearth and then ‘joined’ to that of her father-in-law in special circum-ambulatory ceremonies. Vestiges of the cult of Dade are come upon in the corpus of ceremonial songs collectively referred to as ‘Weriydade’, the most famous of which being the one chanted during the bridal homecoming. The hearth chain still retains symbolic functions and significance. For further information on the cult of the hearth of the Circassians, refer to M. A. Meretukov (Meretiqwe), ‘Kult ochaga u adigov [The Cult of the Hearth of the Circassians]’, in Scientific Transactions of the Adigean Science and Research Institute, Ethnography, Maikop, vol. 8, 1968. See A. Jaimoukha’s The Circassians: A Handbook (Routledge, 2001, pp 179-80, p182, and p228), and Circassian Culture and Folklore (Bennett and Bloom, 2009), for yet more information on cultic practices of the Circassians associated with the hearth and fire-worship.
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