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Italy and Georgia lie distant from one another, separated by a
mosaic of territories and histories stretching from the Balkans to
what was once the Ottoman world, now embodied by Tiirkiye.
Yet since antiquity, even geographical distance has not prevented
relations between the two lands from flourishing. For centuries,
this corridor between Europe and Asia has seen travellers from
what is now Italy traverse its remarkable regions. Among the best
known is the Venetian Marco Polo (1254-1324), who, in his
thirteenth-century travelogue I/ Milione,' described the area as a
natural fortress, hemmed in by sea and mountains, and praised its
inhabitants for their skill and valour in battle.?

Among the many narratives that bind the histories of the
two countries, one in particular stands out: Dittionario giorgiano
e italiano,’ the very first book ever printed in Georgian. Published
in Rome in 1629, this remarkable work established a formal

linguistic link between the languages of the two nations.
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In  the early seventeenth century, Nikoloz
Irubakidze-Cholokashvili (known in Europe as Niceforo Irbachi),’
an erudite cleric and trusted adviser to King Teimuraz I,° set out
from the lands now comprising the Kakheti region. King
Teimuraz I personally chose him for a covert mission as a
undercover diplomat. A monk of the Order of Saint Basil should
travel to the different courts in Europe to solicit military aid for
the small Christian kingdom in the Caucasus, which suffered from
repeated Persian incursions. By the time the Irbachi envoy
reached Western countries, however, Europe was embroiled in the
Thirty Years’ War® (1618-48), and no sovereign was willing to
dispatch troops eastwards.

The mission thus failed to secure the requested military
assistance. Still, the journey was not entirely in vain. While in
Rome in the early 1620s, the Georgian monk met the Italian
Stefano Paolini. Their subsequent collaboration resulted in the
Dittionario giorgiano e italiano, printed in 1629. Missionaries of
the Sagra Congregatione de Propaganda Fide” commissioned the
work. They hoped that learning the Georgian language would
strengthen efforts to propagate the Catholic faith in the Caucasus
and counter the advance of Protestantism.

The dictionary is arranged in three columns:

1. Georgian lemmas in the Georgian alphabet;
2. Their transliteration into Latin characters;
3. Their translation into Italian.
In all, the book contains 3,084 entries, offering a

seventeenth-century snapshot of language and culture. Some
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Georgian words have become archaic over the nearly 400 years
since publication; others reflect East Georgian—particularly
Kakhetian—dialectal forms. Reading through those columns of
words vividly brings the sense of history through linguistic
means. It is astonishing how accurate the transliteration and
Italian translations are. With the active participation of Irbachi,
another equally important book was published in the same year,
Litania Lauretana (The Georgian Alphabet with Prayers).

Today, the Dittionario is both a valuable historical and
linguistic record and a symbol of sustained contacts between the
regions. The volume is preserved in the National Library of
Georgia® in Tbilisi, and a complete digital edition is available
online’ for scholars and interested readers.

Alongside the Dittionario, another notable Georgian
language work was produced in Rome: Syntagmaton linguarum
orientalium quae in Georgiae regionibus audiuntur.'® The volume
comprises two distinct parts: the first constitutes a comprehensive
manual of Georgian grammar, while the second addresses Arabic
and Turkish. The publication analyses Georgian language and
orthography, presenting the three script types—Mkhedruli,
Mrgvlovani, and Nuskha-Khutsuri—alongside numerical values
of the Georgian alphabet, lexical entries and phrases, and notes on
etymology and syntax.

Published in Rome in 1670 by the Sicilian Theatine

missionary Francesco Maria Maggio,!!

its preface—dedicated to
Pope Urban VIII—records that the pontiff commissioned Maggio

to master the Georgian language. This was not idle linguistic
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curiosity. Instead, it was a deliberate strategy to support Catholic
missionary work through grammar, vocabulary, and dialogue in
the local language, rather than by forcefully promoting Roman
Catholicism in the Caucasus.

This volume is likewise held in the National Library of
Georgia in Tbilisi and remains an important witness to the earliest
Western studies of the Georgian language; a complete digital
edition is also freely available online.'?

The Dittionario and Maggio’s grammar exemplify early
modern transregional knowledge exchange, where philological
labour served diplomatic and confessional aims. Their survival, as
preserved and digitised texts, invites renewed scholarly attention
to networks that reshaped perceptions of the Caucasus across
seventeenth-century Europe. They reveal how linguistic
scholarship and missionary strategy intersected to produce

enduring cultural artefacts.

* This article is a revised edition of material originally published in Italian,
together with English and Georgian translations, in Kargi Mokalake (2026).
Retrieved  from  <https://kargimokalake.ge/it/articles/rome-the-unexpected-
cradle/>
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