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The twenty-year war (542-562) for control of Egrisi (Lazica) was
fought between two neighbouring empires — Iran (the Sasanian
Empire) and Byzantium — on Georgian territory. For both powers,
Egrisi, located on the Black Sea, was of immense strategic
importance: it controlled the routes and passes through the
Caucasus Mountains. Each therefore sought to secure the region,
while the Georgians, for their part, aimed to preserve their own
country. They fought with exceptional resolve, sometimes against
Iran and sometimes against Byzantium.

The Byzantine historian Procopius of Caesarea has
preserved the speech delivered by King Gubaz II before the battle
of Mokhiris. This speech is the earliest surviving example of
Georgian military oratory. It survives in Procopius’s Greek
account in De Bello Gothico, which describes the wars of
Justinian’s reign and includes the Battle of Mokhiris. Gubaz’s
address is full of the pathos of awakening martial courage and
patriotic fervour, intending to bolster the fighters’ confidence and
cultivate a conviction of Georgian success and victory throughout
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the campaign. He tells the soldiers: “I do not know, brave men,
whether it is necessary to address you with further advice and
instructions to inspire your admiration, since I think that those
who are already impressed by the needs of the circumstances do
not need any further appeals.”

Gubaz II tactfully reminds the warriors what depends on
them and of the danger that will follow if each man does not
sacrifice himself and does everything possible on the fierce
battlefield: “There is a danger to our wives, children, homeland
and, in a word, to everything for which the Persians attacked us.”
The speaker’s rising intonation reaches its peak in the concluding
phrases, which function both as a summons and as a means of
strengthening resolve. They instil courage, optimism, confidence
of winning, and faith in their ultimate success before the battle: “It
is not difficult, brave men, for us to fight against the Medes,
because we have often prevailed over them in hand-to-hand
combat. As we are accustomed to it, there is no difficulty, since
the ordeal of the task disappears in advance thanks to practice and
experience... Pride, once subdued, usually cannot be revived...
So, keep this in mind and fight the enemy filled with good hopes.”

King Gubaz’s speech, delivered to the army before the
battle of Mokhiris, stands as an important monument of Georgian
military eloquence. It illustrates clearly the distinctive features of
oratorical art and the mastery of public speaking in a distant past.
The Egrians — together with their king — fought this battle with
self-sacrifice and emerged victorious.

In that remote sixth century, in the land of Egrisi turned into
a theatre of war, both neighbouring empires allegedly sought the
death of the Georgian king, Gubaz II, because, without his
removal, it would be challenging to take possession of the
strategically vital territory of Lazica. Iran failed in its attempt to
have the Georgian ruler killed. On this occasion, Iran was unable
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to undermine the fortress from within: the loyal Lazic nobleman
Farsans, who had long-standing personal enmity with King
Gubaz, was willing to set aside private resentment for the sake of
loyalty to his homeland. As a result, he warned Gubaz II of the
plot, and the king survived the Iranian ruse. Yet King Gubaz was
not so fortunate with Byzantium. He was allegedly betrayed by
the Byzantine strategists who were, at that time, his allies: his
Christian companions — Martines, Besa, and Rustiche — betrayed
the Christian Lazic king: they invited him under the pretext of a
council and summoned him, unarmed, along with several
followers, to a valley on the banks of the Khobistskali River,
where they treacherously murdered him.

This tragic episode in the twenty-year war over Egrisi
(Lazica) forced Georgia into a painful dilemma. Neither Iran nor
Byzantium could be trusted to any meaningful degree. Yet
betrayal and wrongdoing have no fixed nationality or religion: the
perpetrator, in the broadest sense, is godless and without
reverence for God. The people of Egrisi therefore had to decide
which of the neighbouring empires to accept as an ally. There was
no alternative but to choose between two evils — whichever was,
in the end, the less harmful. But how could they decide which
course would safeguard their homeland most effectively?

Once again, they had to guide this glorious part of Georgia
safely across the swinging rope bridge of international politics.
And it was once again the same strategic dilemma — choosing
whether to align with Iran or Byzantium — that forced the people
of Georgia to confront the problem of alliance. For that reason,
the oldest Georgian debates to have survived are those
documented in the recorded exchange between Ayety and
Partadze, whose speeches have come down to us through the
centuries.
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The capital of ancient Colchis was then a centre of
eloquence for both Greek and Georgian orators. They spellbound
the public in debates — showcasing their ability to deliberate on
difficult matters, their artistry, and their capacity to persuade
through the power of words. In many instances, they set the terms
of the debate themselves and won the audience’s support.

This flourishing of eloquence was made possible by the
successful establishment of the leading school of the age, the
Academy of Phasis, in western Georgia on the shores of the Black
Sea. The Greek orator and man of letters Themistius calls it the
“abode of the Muses”. According to Themistius — who, like his
father, mastered the art of oratory and philosophy in this very
school — the Colchian Academy did not teach archery, javelin-
throwing, and horsemanship, unlike the neighbouring peoples
whom Greek authors labelled “barbarians”. Instead, its students
excelled in rhetorical arts and stood out at the Greek festivals. The
Academy reached its height in the fourth century, though its
influence extended from the third to the sixth centuries AD. It was
created as a result of the rapprochement between Georgian and
Hellenistic cultures.

On this fertile and intellectually prepared ground, when
Georgia’s security required it and when the question of the
country’s political orientation had to be determined, the decision
was not left to the will of the powerful within the land, nor made
unilaterally by the sovereign, nor imposed by the dictates or
pressure of some neighbouring large and powerful state. Rather, it
emerged from public debate: the issue was discussed in a public
assembly, decided by the majority, and judged by the nation itself.

In 555 AD, near the ancient capital of Colchis —
Archeopolis (modern Nokalakevi) — in a valley in the Caucasus,
the Georgian political orators Ayety and Partadze delivered
speeches to a large gathering of Colchians. The Greek historian

111

BRAMS 2026 Feb ISSN 2667-9299 (print)
Volume 7, Issue 16 ISSN 2960-9348 (online)



Agathias Scholasticus preserved a detailed description of the
Colchian assembly, including the texts of the orators’ speeches, in
his historical work On the Reign of Justinian. Through this work
we have an account of the great Colchian congress, which —
although significant — was not an uncommon event in
Archeopolis.

A group of nobles shared Ayety’s view and considered it
advisable to break with Byzantium and align with Iran. Partadze’s
supporters, by contrast, preferred to maintain relations with the
Christian Byzantine Empire, but on the condition that Emperor
Justinian would bring the murderers of King Gubaz to justice and
confirm Gubaz’s younger brother, Tsathe, as the next king of
Egrisi (Lazica).

In matters of oratory and eloquence, Ayety and Partadze
were not inferior to one another. This can be seen clearly in their
speeches, which Agathias Scholasticus carefully recorded and
which have come down to us thanks to him. The outstanding
Georgian scholar Simon Kaukhchishvili — founder of the
Georgian school of Byzantine studies — made a major contribution
to the translation of this work from Greek into Georgian, as well
as to its commentary and publication.

The debates between Ayety and Partadze are notable not
only in Georgian history but also in the wider history of oratory.
This assessment is unequivocally reflected in the Greek historians
Procopius of Caesarea and Agathias Scholasticus, as well as in
Georgian scholars such as Simon Kaukhchishvili, Alexander
Gamkrelidze, Ivane Javakhishvili, Shalva Nutsubidze, Nicholas
Kandelaki, and others. In debates and negotiations alike, the
decisive factor is to deploy a convincing argument — or to refute
the opponent’s case in the pursuit of truth. In this respect,
Partadze showed a clear advantage.
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The pathos of Ayety’s passionate address rested primarily
on emotion and on the skilful use of general truths, strongly
impressing the audience. His arguments and motives were
immediately recognisable: “The old glory of the Colchians has
disappeared... If we leave this evil deed unpunished, the Romans
will never allow us to live undisturbed, and they will further
humiliate us because of our inaction... I want the kingdom of
Colchis to regain its previous glory; so that it does not need the
help of foreign powers. So that it can rely on its own strength both
in war and peace. But when we, due to the circumstances of the
times, to a twist of fate, or to both, have become so weak that we
are subordinate to someone else, it is still better to be subordinate
to someone who is more benevolent — who unwaveringly
maintains good relations with their friends and allies.”

Ayety’s arguments in defence of the pro-Persian direction
can be reduced to the following propositions:

1. The Romans intend to destroy us, whereas the Persians
are more trustworthy.

2. It is better to be subordinate to someone who is more
benevolent — someone who maintains good relations
with allies.

3. If we leave this evil deed unpunished — our king has
been killed treacherously — then the Romans will no
longer allow us to be and further oppress us because of
our inactivity.

4. Weapons cannot determine a people’s lasting victory;
instead, one must live virtuously, because virtue
sustains a people’s striving for the good.

Considering Iran’s repeated betrayals and its different faith,
Ayety’s choice of arguments to persuade the Egrisians was clearly
misguided. Nevertheless, the speaker’s eloquence and appeal to
moral values impressed the public assembly. The people voiced,
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with strong emotion, their desire to avenge the treacherous murder
of their king. Agathias Scholasticus writes: “Thus spoke Ayety,
and the whole people were stirred. They shouted with joy and
were ready to support Persia at once.”

Partadze countered his opponent’s seemingly flawless and
impressive speech with three principal arguments.

1. The Iranians had tried to kill King Gubaz before the
Byzantine commanders did. Their attempt only failed
because the Georgian patriot Farsans made the
honourable decision. He set aside his personal enmity
and remained loyal to the king when his country’s
security demanded it. That was why Gubaz II survived
on that occasion — not through any merit on the part of
the Persians, nor because of the virtue of Shah
Khosrow I, but because a Georgian nobleman made a
moral choice. It should also be remembered that
Khosrow 1, ruler of Iran, sent an assassin to kill King
Gubaz II. In Byzantium, by contrast, the generals were
driven by personal resentment and a desire for revenge,
rather than by any command or policy from the
emperor himself. Partadze therefore easily refuted
Ayety’s first argument. The facts themselves showed
that the Persians were no less treacherous than the
Byzantines. They had betrayed the Egrisians at every
turn, and their conduct provided Partadze with
incontrovertible evidence.

2. “The Romans are still preferable, because the Persians
will never accept us while we profess a different faith.”
Presented in this way, Partadze’s next argument was
also persuasive. From the beginning, the Georgians had
believed — as John Sabanisdze later put it — that
“Christianity is not merely a religion but also the key to
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the unity of the nation”. The Zoroastrian Persians were
therefore more unacceptable to the Georgians than the
Christian Byzantines.

3. “The Byzantine emperor was not himself involved in
the treachery. His generals misled him, and their
actions brought dishonour upon him. The murder of
King Gubaz was the work of the generals; Caesar had
no part in it.” This, Partadze argued, was why the
people should endure their misfortune courageously
and refrain from any dishonourable act that violated the
traditional order of conduct. “Let us report what has
happened to Caesar and see what answer he gives us. If
our fair demand is rejected, then let us consider an
alliance with the Persians.” Ayety’s third argument was
therefore also easily refuted: Partadze had no intention
of allowing the murderers to go unpunished, and he
had good reason to hope that the Byzantine emperor
would heed the Egrisians’ appeal. That, in fact, was
what happened.

4. “Eloquence is an invincible weapon,” says Partadze at
one point. He won the debate through the clarity of his
reasoning, the persuasive presentation of his
arguments, his ability to expose flaws in his opponent’s
skilfully constructed case, and above all his own
eloquence. He declared: “Only those who offer false
counsel need beautify and colour their words.” An
example of such counsel was Ayety’s fourth argument,
which was, in itself, unassailable: “Weapons cannot
secure lasting victory for a people. It is necessary to
live virtuously, because virtue enables people to pursue
what is good.” Of course, no one could object to this
principle. But what did it have to do with the Persians?
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Where, in their recent conduct, was there a single
example of virtue or goodness?

In the debate, Partadze’s position prevailed, and the
people’s assembly supported him. On this occasion, the pro-
Persian faction was defeated by the pro-Byzantine one. Thus, the
debate between Ayety and Partadze determined our country’s
political orientation in the sixth century.

The assembly elected a delegation to be sent to
Constantinople. The Byzantine emperor Justinian I decided to
uphold justice. He knew that, if he did not, the Egrisians would
defect to Iran. He still remembered how formidable the Georgian
warriors were. He had not forgotten that, shortly before the
Egrisians’ assembly, an army of 3,000 Egrisians had defeated a
Byzantine force of 50,000 men. He therefore understood that
Egrisi (western Georgia) was a power to be reckoned with. The
emperor grasped what might happen to him — and to his empire —
if the Egrisians allied themselves with Iran. Consequently, in 555,
the generals responsible for the king’s murder were sentenced to
death. In the same year, Gubaz II’s younger brother, Tsathe, who
was in Byzantium, was made king of Egrisi.

For centuries, our “small motherland” has made its way
across history’s turbulent currents on a narrow suspension bridge,
swaying between politically opposed banks. Whenever Georgia
prevailed — and it often did — it was chiefly through intelligence,
foresight, diplomacy, political wisdom, and fidelity to enduring
human values. Even today, these qualities — reason, intelligence,
and loyalty to the homeland — can guide and safeguard Georgia
and its people as the modern world once again approaches a
precarious political crossroads.
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