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This paper proposes to reexamine the place of Georgia in Russian Orientalism. Positioned as a mid-point between Russia and Persia in the first decades of the 19th century, Tiflis (Tbilisi) was at once a haven for Russian society in the Caucasus and an alien place where regional hostilities lingered just below the surface. Griboedov’s time in Tiflis has been largely overshadowed in the scholarship by his work and death in Persia. This paper will attempt to illuminate this period by focusing on the Russian poet’s relationship the Georgian poet Alexander Chavchavadze, Griboedov’s friend and father-in-law.
Chavchavadze may be said to represent the dilemmas of Georgian nationalism in the period immediately following Georgia’s willing submission to the Russian Empire. A romantic poet, Chavchavadze is extremely important to the history of Georgian literature; in addition, he fought in several uprisings against Russia in his youth and participated in a conspiracy against Russia in 1832. Despite his rebellious inclinations, apparently his “service” to the tsar compensated sufficiently. In the atmosphere of the Russia of Nicholas I this is an extraordinary phenomenon indeed, and perhaps indicative of Georgia’s political weakness in comparison with the North Caucasus.  

Griboedov’s place in the Chavchavadze household seems to have posthumously shaped received ideas in Russian cultural politics about unambiguous “friendship” between “freethinking” Russians and Georgians. The family bonds and friendship of Griboedov and Chavchavadze give rise to the image of a compliant Georgia. I hope to complicate this simplified story by examining the extent corpus of Chavchavadze’s literary output and translation work, and untangling its symbolic treatment of Georgia and Russia.  
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