David Lazaria
Student, Alte University

The Political Mission of the Literary Magazine
Tiflis Messages
(Abstract)

KEYWORDS: Georgia, Russia, Empire, Conspiracy, Tiflis Messages,
Newspaper, Magazine, Caucasus, Solomon Dodashvili

Tiflis Messages occupies a key place in the early
nineteenth-century print culture of Georgia and in debates over
the role of periodicals in imperial contexts. Founded in 1828
under the aegis of the Russian administration in Tbilisi, the paper
has been variously described as an instrument of colonial
governance and as a contested public space in which Georgian
intellectuals sought to defend local language, literature, and civic
life. The research reassesses the newspaper’s origins, editorial
profile, and political significance, situating it within the broader
dynamics of Russian imperial rule in the Caucasus while
emphasising the agency of Georgian activists who used the press
to articulate cultural claims and to nourish nascent national
sentiment.

The myth of a kind, monotheistic Russian Empire, whose
support a small country could hope for, was constantly being
destroyed. The northern occupier did not treat the local population
slightly better than the muslim invaders from the south. The
situation became even harsher under the Russian oppression of
Georgia. Their officials—frequently Russified Germans or other
nationalities—were not distinguished by their education and
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training. The empire sent mostly corrupt and unskilled officials to
Georgia, who were less concerned with the fate of the Georgian
people or the country's development. The main goal of their
arrival in Georgia was enrichment and extortion. Therefore,
bribery, theft from the treasury, espionage, and robbery of the
population became the leading tendencies in their activities. The
oppressed population was forced to constantly think about its own
survival, and it was very difficult to find a decent way out of the
newly established political situation of being ruled by foreign
occupiers.

The task and direct goal of the officials sent from St
Petersburg was to melt the Caucasus and Russia into a single
organism. They spared no effort to make the population speak and
think in Russian. In such a socio-political situation, the newspaper
Tiflis Messages was launched in Thbilisi. According to the
documents, the idea of its establishment belonged to the governor-
general Ivan Paskevich. The notes he sent to the emperor’s court
show how he tried to prove the necessity of publishing the
newspaper and the positive aspects of this business. According to
him, the newspaper should be devoid of politics, but in reality, its
publication was planned precisely as an ideological means of
brainwashing the Georgian population. During Solomon
Dodashvili’s editorship, the newspaper operated in tension with
Russian official aims yet served important local functions.

On 4 April 1828, it was announced that a weekly Russian
newspaper, Tiflisskie Vedomosti, was being founded in Tbilisi.
The first issue of the Tiflis Messages was published exactly three
months later, on 4 July 1828. The editor-in-chief of both
newspapers, Tiflisskie Vedomosti and Tiflis Messages, was Pavel
Sankovsky, a Ukrainian-born writer and journalist. He published
some materials about the history and traditions of Georgia. Its
pages preserve valuable descriptions of Tbilisi customs and
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traditions and give increased space to Georgian literature,
education, and public affairs. Also, materials on agriculture, the
development of natural resources, the introduction of sericulture,
sending young people to study in Russia, and other issues.
Propaganda  materials clearly supporting the Russian
government’s policy in Georgia were also published. The
coverage sometimes echoed imperial narratives—exaggerating
Russian military prowess and depicting earlier Georgian
resistance as isolated and ineffective—presenting Russian rule as
having increased Georgia’s security. The newspaper articles
presented the current situation as if Georgia were now more
protected from external enemies, thanks to the Russians. At the
same time, Dodashvili and his contributors used the press to
counterbalance those narratives by promoting Georgian language,
history, and civic life.

In the 1820s, years before the 1832 conspiracy, Georgian
conspirators recognized the political power of print media;
Dodashvili’s efforts to cultivate a Georgian press helped
consolidate a public culture that sustained nationalist ideas. While
the paper did not openly advocate insurrection, its promotion of
education, language reform, and national literature contributed to
the intellectual foundations of the nineteenth-century Georgian
national movement and to the milieu from which the 1832
conspirators emerged.

Any periodical publication would have been advantageous
for the conspirators. When assessing the 1832 conspiracy,
Professor of History, Mikhail Polievktov, considered the main
mission of the conspirators to boost the “moral renewal” of the
Georgian people, which would have been impossible without a
periodical. The Georgian press had to fight Russian aggression
and annexation together with the conspirators.
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Under Dodashvili, the paper was distinguished from the
Russian Tiflisskie Vedomosti: he redirected content and style
toward a more Georgian register and began publishing Georgian
works and critical pieces. For example, the paper drew attention
to Shota Rustaveli’s The Knight in the Panther’s Skin, arguing
that Rustaveli lacked the fame accorded to Homer. It also
prioritized coverage of educational issues and argued for their
centrality to Georgian society.

Dodashvili worried about linguistic erosion: he lamented
the influx of Russian and Persian loanwords and worked to refine
the Georgian literary language and the paper’s prose style. The
newspaper frequently published literary and critical works
informed by national sentiment, often employing allegory and
classical fable to convey dissent subtly under censorship. In this
way, it expressed patriotic attachment to the homeland, the
importance of preserving language and history, and the aspiration
for greater autonomy.

The biweekly literary addition of the newspaper, Literary
Section of Tiflis Messages, was published in January 1821. A total
of six issues were issued. Only five have survived to this day.
Literary Section of Tiflis Messages is considered the first
Georgian magazine in the history of national journalism. Its editor
and publisher was Solomon Dodashvili. The magazine presented
poems, translations, materials from the history of literature and
criticism, studies on the history of the East, and statements. The
employees were: George Eristavi, Solomon Dodashvili, Thaddeus
Guramishvili, and other representatives of the Georgian literary
circles in the 19th century.

Under Dodashvili, the Literary Section of Tiflis Messages
became, despite severe censorship, an “island of freedom™:
through allegory, fable, and coded allusion, it quietly articulated
Georgian protest and stubborn resilience, preserving national
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discourse within constrained public space. It trained and formed
the national movement with its publications. It tried to strengthen
the patriotic spark in its Georgian readers. Thaddeus
Guramishvili’s “Beloved Homeland”, George Eristavi’s “Call for
Protecting the Homeland,” and others published in the magazine
undoubtedly serve as examples. The publications conveyed
attachment to the homeland, a sustained aspiration for greater
freedom or independence, and a pronounced emphasis on
preserving language and history. They carried literary works and
critical essays marked by national sentiment and patriotic concern
at a time when Georgia’s autonomy was severely curtailed under
Russian administration.

Literary Section of Tiflis Messages rarely publishes purely
analytical writings, but this does not detract much from its literary
merits. This magazine published literary works and critical
writings, in which the national spirit and patriotism dominated,
while Georgia was divided into two provinces under Russian
oppression. While the newspaper did not openly call for revolt,
Dodashvili and many contributors helped articulate and circulate
the intellectual premises of national self-assertion—cultural
revival, language reform, and civic education—that later
underpinned the 1832 conspirators’ aims. In this respect, the
paper contributed to the intellectual groundwork of Georgia’s
nineteenth-century national movement. They instilled in future
generations a love for their country, an insatiable desire to fight
against slavery, and gave them hope for creating a better Georgia—
free, independent, and prosperous. The nineteenth-century
Georgian intelligentsia, typified by Solomon Dodashvili, worked
tirelessly to keep alive the idea of freedom—valuing a free press,
personal liberty, and patriotism as enduring principles.
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