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S. BURNASHEV’'S COMPOSITIONS AS THE SOURCE FOR THE HISTORY
OF THE SOUTH CAUCASUS REGION

David Merkviladze
Gohar Mkhitaryan

Colonel of the Russian army Stephan Burnashev was appointed as the Special Envoy (commissioner) of the empress
Catherine Il at the court of the king of Kartl-Kakheti kingdom Erekle 1l and the king of Imereti Solomon | by the royal
court of the Russian empire in spring of 1783. At this time the decision to sign the treaty with Erekle Il of taking him
“under the protection of Her Highest Imperial Majesty” had already been received in St. Peterburg (Burnashev 1901:1-2).
It is evidenced by the order of Grigory Potemkin-Tavrichesky preserved in Burnashev’s archive dated to 1783, April, 3.
Besides, S. Burnashev also was ordered to lead two Russian battalions, which entered Georgia on November 2, of the
same year under the conditions of the Treaty of Georgievsk.

Thus, during his stay in Georgia S. Burnashev combined military and political activities. He participated in several
battles, but his battalions were not enough at all to deal with the problems caused by entering Russian troops in the
Kartl-Kakheti Kingdom.

Russian colonel was in Georgia four and a half year. Burnashev, who was encamped at Ganja with his battalions
and Georgian army leaded by Erekle Il in 1787, September 13 received an order of Gregory Potemkin-Tavrichesky dated
to August 29 to leave Georgia together with Russian army and return back to Russia.

S. Burnashev had personal relations with Georgian kings: Erekle Il and Solomon I. He also constantly corresponded
with the military commander of the Caucasian line, Lieutenant-General Pavel Potemkin. From P. Potyomkin Burnashev
constantly received detailed instructions. From his side P. Potemkin had been carrying on policy of imperial Russia in the
Caucasus by the guidance of the most influential person of those days Russia, Field-Marshal Grigory Potemkin. With the
recommendation of A. Tsagareli most of the letters sent to S. Burnashev had been published by his descendent in 1901
(Burnashev 1901). These letters obviously show Russian-Georgian relations of those days, political interests of Russia in
Georgia and in the South Caucasus generally, as well as significant deterioration of political situation of the Kingdom of
Kartl-Kakheti after it became under the protection of Russia.

S. Burnashev published his work “Picture of Georgia or the Description of the Political Situation of the Kingdoms of
Kartl-Kakheti” after his returned back to Russia, in 1793 in Kursk, where he was appointed as governor after retirement
from military service (Burnashev 1793 a).

The work consists of two parts: “The Political Situation of Georgia” and “The Political Situation of Imereti”. Of course
“Georgia” means Kingdom of Kartl-Kakheti and “Imereti” the whole West Georgia. The first part of the book is much
larger than the other one, because Burnashev while being in Georgia was mainly in eastern Georgia and that’s why he
knew the situation in this region better. Besides, the attention of the imperial court of the Russia had been focused on
the Kingdom of Kartl-Kakheti. This can be proved by signing protectional agreement with King Erekle I, while Solomon
I, the king of Imereti was refused to sign the same kind of agreement by Russian imperial court.

S. Burnashev wrote his work “The Picture of Georgia or the Description of the Political Situation of the Kingdoms of
Kartl-Kakheti” being in Georgia. According to publication it had been written in Thilisi, in 1786. Supposedly, S. Burnashev
started writing this work in the second half of 1784, because King Solomon | (he died in 1784, April 23), according to
the text, seems to be dead already. The invasion of Omar-Khan in Kakheti in 1785, September is described from the
standpoint of the eyewitness as well. There is also the story about the defeating of the loyal men of David, son of Archil
(who claimed the throne of Imereti) in 1786, January by David Il King of Imereti. However, S. Burnashev could add some
additional material and changes to his work next year as well before he left Georgia (Merkviladze 2016: 146).

The mentioned work by Burnashev might be a kind of summarizing special report written by order for the imperial
court. In 1783, June 16 G. Potemkin sent a secret order to S. Burnashev where he was writing:

From the place of your present stay, it is much more convenient to give us better information than we had before about
the borders of Georgia, their state, relations of Georgia with its neighboring peoples and about its internal and foreign
situations. | recommend you to arm yourself with this knowledge and report it to me (Burnashev 1901: 3).

The active military and political interference in the affairs of the South Caucasus had already been decided at the
imperial court. In this direction Russian government already had far-reaching plans and aims and that's why it was
decided, as much as it was possible, to have an entire picture of the political, economic, military situation of those days
Caucasus.
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Though S. Burnashev's data do not always reflect precisely those days reality, but his “Picture of Georgia”
undoubtedly is a historical source of much significance for the social, political and economic history of the 1780's
Georgia (in some cases of its neighbors as well). This historical source is significant also because it is written by well-
educated Russian officer and observant eyewitness of the ongoing events. S. Burnashev narrates events taking place in
those days Georgia from different sides.

The data of social character about the Kartl-Kakheti Kingdom population (religious and ethnic structure of the
population, social and class conditions, peculiarities of people living in this kingdom) is worth to be mentioned.
According to S. Burnashev the main inhabitants of Kartl-Kakheti were Georgians of the “Greek faith” it means Orthodox
Christians and belonged to three classes: clergy, nobility and peasants. Armenians “followed the Gregorian tradition”
and consisted of the following classes: noblemen, merchants, craftsmen and peasants. Greeks were only merchants,
craftsmen and mostly ore-miners. Local Muslims had three mosques and all social classes. The author specially notes
that they were not prohibited to confess their faith and openly observe their religious right. Mountaineers “predisposed
to war” were all peasants. There were also Kurds, some of them pagans and “almost without faith” and some Muslims.
They were nomads. Nearly 30 Catholic families lived in Thilisi. Divine service for them was conducted by Catholic priests
sent from Rome who also had been engaged in medical activities as well.

In the mentioned work the data of economic character is also given. In the Kartl-Kakheti Kingdom metallurgy
was developed. With the help of the Greeks, resettled from the Ottoman Empire, the kingdom mined and produced
gold, silver, copper and small amount of iron. From agricultural crops they grew: bread, rice, barley, maize and cotton.
Attacks of Dagestanis hindered development of cattle breeding. The silk was produced in a big amount. Merchants
were intermediary traders between Russia and Oriental countries (Persia, India). Trade relations with the neighboring
peoples and countries mostly carried out with the help of Thilisi merchants (ethnic Armenians).

As for the government, king ruled the country autocratically. But he had his council consisted of king's sons, bishops
and aristocracy (“regional nobility”). Usually king was receiving important decisions after consulting with this council.

S. Burnashev also describes the sources of the government income. The sources of the government income were:
monetary taxes and agricultural goods from subordinates, from the mines of the non-ferrous metals, from customs fee
and irrigation system. Substantial revenues in the kingdom were coming from the subordinated khanates (Ganja and
Erevan) and also in the form of gifts sent by other khans.

S. Burnashev's information about the royal family is significant. He portraits Erekle Il as an experienced king who
everyday busily and permanently is involved in the state affairs. S. Burnashev particularly focuses his attention on the
character of Erekle’s son, his heir Giorgi. According to S. Burnashev prince Giorgi was honorable, especially pious and a
man of peace, but less educated and was not good at warfare either. S. Burnashev characterizes the elder son of George,
Prince David, unlike his father, as energetic, smart, brave young man and passionate warrior, who also was eager to
study European martial arts. Burnashev did not miss one more circumstance: after numerous children of queen Darejan
grew up and married members of the noble families of the kingdom, she formed the family clan and became its head.
Thus, she became so influential that not a single governmental issue was solved without her assent and because she
disliked her step-son, Prince Giorgi, heir of the throne was isolated from the governmental affairs.

Great attention is also paid to the military affairs of the kingdom: armament of the army and military capability of
the kingdom, combat capability and local diversities of the art of battle. While writing about military matters, Burnashey,
as a professional, discusses the subject mostly according to his personal observation. Of course, an officer of an army
formed in a European way disliked feudal army of not so well disciplined troops of the Caucasian states and criticizes
them. While writing about other matters, it seems that he rely on other sources as well. The author does not mention
his sources. It is because of the specificity of the work and its aim. The aim of the Russian officer and diplomat is to send
collected and checked materials to above ranking recipient.

S. Burnashev shortly writes about Erekle’s relations with neighboring rulers and peoples. The great majority of
Azerbaijanian khans honored the Georgian king because of his success and as a token of friendship often sent him gifts.
Among them was Karabakh khan who was the main political ally of the king. Some of them (khans of Erevan and Ganja)
were directly subordinated to Erekle Il and paid him homage. S. Burnashev emphasizes that the Azerbaijani khans even
united (the probability of this could not even be imagined by the Russian officer-diplomat) cannot do much harm king
Erekle, which proves the strength of Kartl-Kakheti kingdom. As the Russian author notes, even the enemy forces of the
Dagestanians were not in themselves dangerous for the country, if the Ottomans did not stand behind them. Although,
according to him, Erekle had friendly neighboring relations with pasha of Akhaltsikhe as well. After defeating khan of
Avaria the Georgian king had already settled his relationship with most of Dagestan communities and even summoned
some of them in his army against his enemies. Although, the second part of Dagestanians robbed and continued sneaky
attacks against the inhabitants of the kingdom which caused serious damages to the state. S. Burnashev notes that
if King Erekle had enough money it won't be difficult for him to solve the problem of the attacks of Dagestanians and
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furthermore, he could use their military force for his own interests. Opposite to Dagestanians Ossetians and Kabardians
were known with their loyalty to the Georgian king and fought in his army as hired warriors.

The Russian officer and diplomat separately describes political situation within and around the Kartl-Kakheti
Kingdom before signing protection treaty with Russia. His conclusion about signing treaty of protection with Russia,
which in fact was the treaty of subordination, is worth of mention. Despite old Georgian kings, straitened from the side
of the Muslim countries, for a long time were seeking support of Russia sharing the same religion, Burnashev does
not think they would like to find themselves in the same relationship with Russia as Erekle Il. Here he also gives his
viewpoint what made Erekle had that “famous relationship” with Russia. The reason of it was the activeness of Prince
Alexander (the grandson of king of Kartli Vakhtang V1) living in Russia to seize the throne of Kartli, which was a subject
of the king Erekle’s great concern. Colonel S. Burnashev separately considers the political situation in the kingdom after
signing the treaty. The author rightly considers that the treaty of Georgievsk was a kind of turning point for the eastern
Georgian kingdom. This description obviously shows how political situation of the Kartl-Kakheti kingdom worsened
after signing treaty of protection with Russia (Merkviladze 2012:79). The description by Burnashev is rather objective and
remarkable and represents political analysis worthy to be taken into consideration

On the other hand “the picture of Georgia..” is the significant primary source for studding Russian-Georgian
political relations of the 1780’s. The author is an eyewitness and contemporary of the main ongoing processes which are
described in the work. Besides, at the same time, as specially authorized by empire, he is an executor of the instructions
of the Russian imperial court.

S. Burnashev titled the description of the political situation of the Islamic khanates located in South Caucasus and
even more south “Description of the regions of Azerbaijan in Persia and their political status”. The voluminous monograph
with this headline was published in 1793 in Kursk. Paying tribute to his historical memory the author uses the name of
Azerbaijan for the covered areas. Talking about it the author meant the administrative unit of Azerbaijan in the four
administrative-political and financial system of Safavid state (16th-18th centuries), which are: Iraq, Fars, Azerbaijan and
Khorasan (Tadhkirat al-Muluk 1943: 162). The administrative unit of Azerbaijan united the khanates of Atropatene (the
center Tabriz), Chukhursaadi (the center Erivan), Karabakh and Shirvani (Tadhkirat al-Muluk 1943: 164-168).

Taking into account the following circumstance S. Burnashev called “khans of Azerbaijan” not only the governors
of Maragha, Tabriz, Ardabil, but also the khans of Yerevan, Shaki, Shirvani, Baku, Nakhichivan, Ganja and Karabagh
(Burnashev 1793). This circumstance causes misunderstanding in the Soviet historiography. Thus, in his study of
“The historical review of the Azerbaijan in XVIII century”, V. Leviatov used this fact to justify the thesis of the Soviet
historiography, according to which the historical-geographical term of Azerbaijan included also the territories (the
political borders of the Soviet, but now the Republic of Azerbaijan) that stretched north from the Aras river by “ensuring”
the existence of so-called Northern and Southern Azerbaijan and their historic right to reunite.

According to V. Leviatov, S. Burnashev's composition was not based on the information of Arabic and Persian
written sources, but on the reports of the contemporaries who knew Azerbaijan well. Consequently, his work seemed
to be focused on the pragmatic composition. Then he concluded that when S. Burnashev wrote his composition the
contemporaries perceived the “ethnic commonality” of the people of Northern and Southern Azerbaijan which made
possible for the two territories to unite (Leviatov 1948: 144-145). The inaccuracy of the following thesis on the Soviet
historiography is also affirmed by the fact that in the main map of Persia made by S. Burnashev in 1786 Azerbaijan was
included in the Iranian state borders as an administrative and political inseparable part (Burnashev 1786).

Finally, being a Russian high-ranking military and statesman, in the political orientation authorities of the South
Caucasus S. Burnashev also does not overlook the Turkish factor. He observes the interests of the Ottoman Empire in
the territories of the former Iranian state in the Russian-Turkish relations in 1780-s. In fact, his works was written in
the 1780-s, during the period between the two Russian-Turkish war, when the Turkey had to abide the Treaty of Kuchuk
Kainarji (1774).

Moreover, the Russian military-political forces were strengthened by the Treaty of Georgievsk (1783). However, the
biggest political blow to the Ottoman Empire was the loss of Crimean Khanate. The supporters of the Caucasian policy
of Turkey were the peoples of Dagestan (lezgins, avars and others) following the same religion and South Caucasian
khanates. In this complicated geopolitical region, Ottomans were focused on the above-mentioned, using religious and
confessional identity. In addition, they did not ignore the Kingdom of Imereti. After the death of king Solomon I, an agha
from the Ottoman empire came to the Kutaisi for recognizing the Sublime Porte’s power. In 1784 without waiting for the
answer from Imereti the general field marschall G. Potemkin ordered S. Burnashev to leave Thilisi and visit Kutaisi for
preserving the stability of the imperial power by all means (PrBWA: 56-57).

During the writing process S. Burnashev was focused both on the political views of the above mentioned khanates
and authorities on the Kingdom of Kartli and Kakheti, and their trade-economic significance for the latter. He analyzes
many issues of the political history of South Caucasia based on the interests of the Russian empire. Being the witness
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and the active performer of the historical events, he did concise, often subjective, political analyzes. He strongly
criticizes the “anti-Georgian” policy of the South Caucasian khans sometimes giving subjective qualifications. However,
this does not mean that the author has misrepresented the historical events and facts.

S. Burnashev called khans and leaders “sovereign” or “dependent” indicating the political position and the status
they had in the region. The orientation of the Russian and Ottoman empires and Iran to any khan depended on how they
take into consideration the fact of the existence of that power and its political role. The author divides the South Caucasian
“sovereign” rulers into “powerful” and “less powerful” conditioned by the circumstance how many fighters they could take
to the battlefield and apply for the help of mercenaries including mountain dwellers (in the original lezgins). Speaking
about Fath-Ali Khan of Quba and Derbent, S. Burnashev rightly mentioned that he was descended from the Dynasty of
Ghaytaghs. This fact proves that author accurately presents the history of the region pursuing a thorough study of the
political events. This is considered to be one of the most remarkable features of S. Burnashev’s work.

S. Burnashev’s language is precise and the speech is laconic. He wrote his thoughts in a laconic way with no
allegory. From that perspective his work essentially differs from the writings of travelers, scientific expeditions, and
trading agents of the time being free from the literary outpouring. However, in his brief composition he succeeded in
presenting the political history of the region almost completely. It should be noted that being in Tbilisi, S. Burnashev
has been able to give an accurate description of the political history of the region, the relationships between the khans,
as well as details regarding their political orientation towards major countries in the region. Probably, the spy network
reports were considered to be the informational base for S. Burnashev. According to one source, G. Potemkin wrote
empress Catherine 11 (1762-1796) about a young Assyrian who arrived in Tbilisi from Urmia (PFBUA 52: 57). It seems that
Russian representative in Thilisi used king Erekle’s spy network to collect information about Azerbaijani khanates and
Iranian governors. Nowadays the following information can be clarified with help of Iranian sources.

S. Burnashev’'s composition mainly covers the political events and, as a military man, the author focuses his
attention on the information about the armed forces of the South Caucasian khanates. In parallel with the brief
presentation of the political situation of khanates, S. Burnashev gives a general idea of the number of the houses of
Christians living in the South-Eastern Caucasus. As mentioned above, S. Burnashev’'s composition differs from the works
of other researchers and military men of the time with purely political description. Consequently, the basic information
about Christians was conditioned by the importance of a reliable ethnic element in the region to the Russian Empire.
Therefore, the presence of Christians in the South Caucasus in the second half of the 18th century was included in the
context of the Russian military-political interests.

In addition, the composition was written on the assignment by empress Catherine Il as an inseparable part of S.
Burnashev’s political and diplomatic activities when being in the South Caucasus. So he has realized his “mission”.

S. Burnashev has also a number of unpublished works, including cartographic works (Burnashev 1901: 53-54). When
being in Georgia, he makes six maps of the region. The geographical knowledge of regions conveyed strategic and
political significance aimed at facilitating the movement of Russian troops across the region. So S. Burnashev has created
the map (1783) of the road stretched across the Caucasus Mountains leading to Thilisi from Mozdok. The accompanying
maps of the important territories of Kakheti, Imereti as well as the roads leading to Thilisi from Kutaisi and to Pambak
from Thilisi were important for quick orientation and movement in the region. Additionally, he has created the main
map (1784) of the peoples living in Caucasus Mountains, Guria and Samegrelo, neighboring regions that belong to the
Kingdom of Imereti and its authorities, as well as the map of Kartli and Kakheti Kingdom. In 1786 S. Burnashev also made
the main map of Persian empire emphasizing all the territories of Azerbaijan and other nearby territories.
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Tadhkirat al-Muluk 1943: Tadhkirat al-Muluk, A Manual of Safavid Administration (circa 1137/1725), Persian text in facsimile (B. M., Or.
9496), Translated and explained by V. Minorsky, London.

PIFBMA: Russian State Military Historical Archive 52, disc. 1, N2 29.
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0300 3gM330mody
3Mm30M dbnmoMnobn

3mg. L. 69/ 608930 1783-1787 Egddn nym g30hgMabg 11-0b BoMIMBTd3abgma Jommzamn 3gx89gonb, §Mg3amy
11-0bd o bMEMAMB I-0b 3oMBY. 09 030 §MMT69ML JNO3Lg0 3MEabhnzyM o bodbgoMmm bagdnsbmosb.

L. 09M6s3330L 6oAMMAT0: ,LodoMM3zgML byMomo 367 Jommmaby s 3obgmab Ladgxrmydab 3mmodnldyMmo
dgmdsmgmodob smbgMmy* 8903008 mMa 6sb0omaLgsb: ,LodoMmmzgmmb 3mmohosdgMn dEaMIsMgmds” ©o
200909000 3mmohnldgMo dgmdaMmamos”. 0gn 16s oymb LO3sbggdM Ei3emMgdnm dgwagabonn gMmmgzsmo
099005999090 dmbLYBg0s, MMmamME gb Bgndmgds E35L33650 3. 3mHhomaznbab gMo-gMmmo bandm mMmEgmab
bOBYI3MDY.

»00doMm3gmmbL byMomo” Jozmm dg@Ho 8608369mm3zab0 Bysmms XVIITb-0b 80-0560 BEgdab bogjoMmmgzgmmb
bmEndmM-g3MbmMangyMn s 3mmahndgma onbHMMoobsmznb o MYLIM-JoMmmyma 3mmoahnldgMmo gMomogmomonb
d9LBo3mMNLsM30D.

L. 09MbsTdg30L 653MMAT0 yyMomads godobznmgdymons 85893 LO3NMbydBY: dMbobmgmdob gmbozym-
Mgmognymn 89850396Mmm0os, bmEnsmyMo s BmgdMazn damdsmgmods, bobgmadbogm dgdmbogmgodn, ddsMm-
™33mmoOnb gmMads, 93MbmMIngxMo 30003M7g0ds, doadmmodngnmo damIsMmgmods, JMmgMoMmOs 39dDMOMYdMLb,
LadbyMmmM dgLodmgdMMOgd0 . 8. 8. IMEYBYMNs BxR0LY S LadaBM Mgabab Bgzmms 3nMmzbyma obobnsmgde.

39mM3093Lb30L HMsgHodn L. dxMbodn30L dngM gMmMa3z9M goMedHgb dozbowas sddgmo JoMmmm-3sbgmab
LY3gBRMLOM30L. Bobo Md0gdbIMo 3MmmabhnzxMo 36sNBNESDL MZ3sbohnbmo 3annbEgdL, My MmgmM Esddnds
LFYBML 3mEno@nggMmo dEgmdsmamos MYLYMMLD FgsM3gEmdnmn bymdgiaMymgonlb owmMIxdaL FxEIZO©.
20bsb086s30s, MM gMgzamy 89530b MYLYN M6 ,36MONM EoBM3nEIOYMYdsdn“ (b. 63MBs8g30L (hgMBnbn) Jgbganal
0099%30 sbabgmgdymas sggLabMy dogdomMmab dob gosddHnymMmgods Jomommab Hobhob aboyxmydma.

3mazmgbos 03Mb6odg30L dgmMmyg BodMmadn — ,009MAs05369m™m0 J39Yy6900L smbBgMmo L3sMLYMTn o domo
3manongdymo damdomgmds” gbgds LodbMgm-30330L03bs o dnb bodbMmgmom FEgOsMY nbEadym Lobsbmgddo
0MLYOYM 3000MYOSL. MbMMds oF 093Mo JBRMM MozmboyMmns. Fobdo o3hMMn YgMomgosb sdsbznmadl
m00mggann bobob 3manodnggm mmogb@oEnsdyg, dob odm3nEadymgodsdg gMmgimyg II-ob dndsMmm. abaodymo
LoadbMmgon 3o330L00L bognmbgdn gobbomymos MyLgmaL Lond3gMmom JoMmob 0bHaMmagbadol Tgbodsdobac.
dommomoyg, L. O9MBs3g30 98 EMML 38330L0sd0 Bndnbamg dg3Mn nbHMMoymo dm3zmybob ndgomm dmbIy o
dmbsBomyi oym,3sgMmad dobo, MmgmmE MyLbgoob nd3gMmnab BoMAMIsagbannb, badbmgm 30330L00L bobsbmgdmob
©o39300Mg000 IMEgdgmo 3dmmohoggmo obomada, goboggdo 80dgdgdab godm, @omgzgywm dgdmbzgznddo
3330M00 LYONgdHIMNs. 33HMMabIM30L Fogmgogmos 3omgagagmo bsbob ,obdhogdoMmmymoa” 3mmadngs, 3060050
9Mg3my Il, Mganmbdn MyLycnb dmozeMm LoyMgbL BoMIMOEa)bms. Fngbymaze 8dnby, 0130 BENMMOL 3booE
300m33900mb yzgams ab abhmMogmo dm3zmgbs My Bsmzgymo bagnmba (bsbgdab 93mbmdngdnMo s bodbgomm
9badangdmmogdn, 3mmoahnzyma 38380Mg00, JMabHNsbms MomEybmods), MmAgmoag Mybyoab bond3gMom 3aMab
30ModnMn 0b@HgMaLYd0L LBZEbL BoMIMoEagbws.
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