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Researching the history of Georgia is unimaginable without considering foreign sources. These
materials are very diverse both in content and thematically.

Why does the history of Georgia reflected in the works of foreign authors of the 19th century
attract our attention, in particular, the era of David the Builder? How did the foreigners evaluate the era
of King David IV? Was it described in detail and objectively, or some information was deliberately
avoided so that foreign readers would not have had an idea of the brave King and the heroic past of the
country? — These are the questions we will try to cover in this paper.

From the beginning of the 19th century Russia gradually conquered not only Georgia, but also
the Caucasus and established its rule. Russian officials and military, as well as foreigners serving in the
Russian Empire had to move to the region for service. They carried out the political will of the Russian
Empire, which is clearly evident in the works conducted by them. In the same century, many foreigners
traveled to Georgia, creating important and interesting materials about this country. Regardless of the
purpose of their trip or their profession, the works of almost all authors provide information about the
events of the older or at-that-time current period of Georgia. Some of them describe the political
situation of the country and its historical past, some — social, economic, cultural and educational issues;
There is also information about of the Georgian people’s fight against the invaders, etc.

It is noteworthy that most foreign authors refer to King David as David II or David III. In
conveying the history of Georgia, some authors do not even mention the period of his reign.

The article lists three foreign authors of the 19th century in a chronological order — E. Eikhvald,
A. Marsov and H. Héssler and provides Georgian translations of their works about the era of David the
Builder.

From 1825 to 1826, as part of an expedition organized by the University of Kazan, the German
naturalist Eduard Eikhvald (1795-1876) traveled to the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus. After the trip, a
two-volume work was published, the second part of the first volume ! contains the information about
Georgia, including the era of David the Builder: “This period of grief was changed by the era of the
Georgian glory, which lasted more than 360 years. During this period, King David III, known as the
builder or rebuilder, rebuilt all the ruined cities of Georgia and mainly beautified and expanded Thbilisi.
The enemies had great fear; he took some provinces from the Persians” (Gelashvili 2005).

German scientist in the service of Russia was also discussing the art and education in Russia, and
he noted: “In the 12th century, in the period of strength and peace, gained under the rule of King David,
the beauty of the native language flourished until the time of King Tamar. Namely, David sent twelve
young Georgians to Athens to study science there ... In the 12th century, Georgians were at the highest
level of their strength and education. During this period, King David, the Rebuilder was accompanied by
the best writers: Ephraim, Theophilus, Arsen Ikaltoeli and Ioane the son of Tarichi, all of whom not
only translated philosophical, theological and other books from Greek, but also wrote their own
literature in their own language” (Gelashvili 2005: 63-64).

E. Eikhvald recounts the history of the construction of the Gelati Monastery by quoting the
locals: “He himself brought 10 feet long, 4 feet wide and %% feet thick limestone large blocks from the
shores of Tskaltsitela, from which this Church was built; he was carrying the heavy stones himself with
one hand, while holding the Bible in the other” (Gelashvili 2005: 152). The scholar speaks of a fresco of
King David in the Gelati Monastery, which also depicts his family and many other saints. He also cites
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the story of the monks about David taking Derbent castle and bringing both gates of the castle to Gelati
Monastery as a sign of victory. The German scientist finds this story unbelievable (Gelashvili 2005: 154).

Another interesting source about the reign of David the Builder is Russian author A. Marsov’s
book — Short History of Georgia. The work was published in 1840. In the foreword of the book the
author mentions that since 1836 he has been teaching lessons of the history of Georgia at the Thbilisi
theological seminary and, accordingly, has taken part in the creation of the history of Georgia. He points
out that he encountered difficulties in the process of writing because he did not have the materials of
historical content at hand and that what he had was incomplete and at the same time incorrect in many
ways, especially, in chronological order. The book is divided into 14 chapters. Information about the
reign of David the Builder is placed in the eighth chapter — King David III, the renovator of Georgia. His
conquests. Descendants of David III. 1089-1174.

The author provides the following information to the reader: From time to time Georgia has
succeeded to have Kings on their royal thrones that deserve to be remembered by their descendants.
Georgian historians mention David III, who is called the renovator of the Kingdom of Georgia for his
heroism for Georgia. He reigned in Georgia in 1809-1830 ? years. His ascension to the throne was
preceded by thousands of disasters in Georgia. Shortly before his enthronement as King, several Muslim
tribes from Persia took up positions near Georgian borders and set up their nomadic camps on the banks
of the Kura River, beginning to plunder and looter. Many of the local inhabitants left their native, local
settlements and went hiding for a long time in various castles and in the valleys of the Caucasus
Mountains. In such a deplorable situation, God sent to the people of Georgia the King David III, son of
George. The first task of this worthy King was to completely clear the banks of the rivers: Mtkvari, Iori
and Alazani from the hordes of Muslims who were stationed around and continued to plunder. From
here, King David turned his weapons towards the west and defeated huge hordes of Turks near the
shores of the Black Sea, who were encircling western Georgia with their invasions. At the same time,
Tiflissi itself and Old Rustavi were not yet free from the Persians, who had occupied these ancient cities
with their armies. King David IIT did not miss the opportunity to avoid these calamities. The expulsion
of the Persians was David’s one of the courageous act, leaving Tiflisi and Rustavi as the heritage and
property of the ancient inhabitants.

After the complete expulsion of the Persians from the borders of Georgia, the victories and
conquests of King David III began. The insignificant but hard-to-reach Samshvilde fortress was snatched
from the enemy by the force of David’s weapon. In the South, his brave son Dimitri of David was acting
with the same success and tirelessness. The result of the actions of this young hero was taking over the
great and rich Shirvan from the Persians. But King David’s intentions that were so useful for Georgia
went even further. He aimed his strength and weapons at the coast of Pontus, under his personal
command, conquered the large and wealthy Turkish province of Anatolia, and with the glory of a victor
passed all the places up to Trabzon itself. In a word: According to Georgian chronicles, the royal life of
David IIT was nothing but a chain of continuous victories and conquests, that revived and glorified the
Kingdom of Georgia, which until then had been under suppressed by the foreign enemies and its own
weaknesses.

King David lived as a conqueror of the people, but a merciful and pious man. For his rare virtues
and special merits, for the restoration of the destroyed Georgian Churches, in 1130, after his death, he
was recognized as a saint and the day of his blessed remembrance in Georgian Churches is celebrated on
January 16 (Marsov 1840: 37-40).

Following the publication of Marsov’s book, a review was published in the journal
“Otechestvennye Zapisky” (Kraevsky 1840: 47-48). The reviewer quite objectively describes the book’s
weaknesses. He notes that the essay contains very small number of materials and the author is not really
a master of his work. Also, the facts are described in a very vague and lifeless way and the author’s
personal views are not readable at all. A review published in a Russian periodical is a fairly accurate
assessment of A. Marsov’s book, stating that is a compilation and the author has presented many
important issues in the history of Georgia with his own misinterpretation. In his book, he introduced
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Russian-speaking readers to Georgia with distorted facts, but he only praises Davit the Builder and talks
about his merits. In 1855, the sixtieth part of the Universal Encyclopedia of Sciences and Arts was
published in Leipzig, Germany (Ersch & Gruber 1855: 149-192), in which 43 pages are devoted to the
description of Georgia. The author of the article is H. E. Hossler. He cites the sources and the scientific
literature used in the article; in particular, he mainly relies on materials published before the 1840s. In
the second part of the paper, the author tells the reader about the history of Georgia. He divides the
history of the country into six periods. The era of David the Builder is presented chronologically in the
fifth period — “Georgia during the reign of the Bagrations before its division into three Kingdoms (787-
1424)”. The German author notes that “they (Georgians — D.K.) were saved from the unfortunate
situation by George’s son, David II, who ascended the throne in 1089. He banished the invaders, rebuilt
the ruined towns and villages and for that reason he received the name Builder. With the help of his son
Demetre, he recaptured Shirvan, entered the Persian city of Kabalah himself, then marched on Anatolia
and conquered the entire territory from the Pontic Sea to Trabzon. During his return to Georgia, he
punished the Armenians for their bold attacks and captured the then-Persian-held city of Ani, which
belonged to the Shah Durbez; 3 it was followed by defeating Shah Durbez with a small army, who had
invaded Georgia. He conquered the cities of Karabakh and Derbent and died in 1130. He is revered
almost as a saint and his name is still solemnly remembered in the Georgian Church” (Ersch & Gruber
1855: 173-174).

Analyzing the works of foreign authors of the 19th century it is clear that some of the historical
events in their writings about David the Builder are incomplete, contain very little information, and the
dates are inaccurate or not specified at all. Despite these shortcomings, their publications were of great
importance in nineteenth-century Russia and Europe. This is an assertion of the fact that the interest of
foreigners to Georgia existed and they were informed about the heroic King of this country and the
glorious era created by him.

Notes

! Eichwald E. Reise auf dem Caspischen Meere und in den Kaukasus: unternommen in den Jahren
1825-1826. Erster band: Reise in den Kaukasus. Zweite Abtheilung, den historishen Bericht der
Reise in den Kaukasus enthaltend. ]. G. Cotta’schen Buchhandlung, Stuttgart, 1837.

2 Technical mistake. Author states the death year of King David as 1130 in other parts of the book.

3 In the footnote it is specified by the author that King David conquered the city in 1124.
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