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ECONOMIC HISTORY OF FEUDAL GEORGIA

SUMMARY

The present book discusses issues of economic history of the feudal
Georgia. It should be noted that we still do not have a work (monograph),
which discusses the economic history of Georgia of this period in chronolo-
gical and thematic frame. The present publication is, to some extent, aims at
correcting this shortcoming.

The monograph presents all the main issues, the introduction of which
will allow the reader to perceive the general state of economic history of
Georgia in the feudal period.

The beginning of the work is devoted to a general overview of the sour-
ces and scholarly literature reflecting the economic history of Georgia. Par-
ticular attention is paid to the importance of historical documents preserved
in the Georgian and foreign archives as well as the information in the Geor-
gian and foreign narrative sources, including the Life of Kartli, hagiographic
works, and Arabic, Persian, Armenian, and European sources.

The book takes into consideration the ideas currently present in the
Georgian historiography. Discussions on the need to study the economic
conditions of Georgia‘s past began in the 19" century. Ilia Tchavtchavad-
ze was interested in this subject and considered the study of the country‘s
economic past as an important task. The basis for the scholarly study of the
economic history of Georgia was laid down by Ivane Javakhishvili, who
devoted several important works to this topic. Many representatives of the
Soviet historiography were also interested in studying various topics belon-
ging to the economic history of Georgia. They played a major role in the
study of this subject. However, they conducted a study of socio-economic
history from Marxist perspective. Consequently, the advantage was given to
bringing the class struggle to the forefront of discussion. As a result, some
issues in the economic history of Georgia remained unexplored, and some
disputed issues were resolved taking into account the ideological factors of
the Soviet period. Recently, not much has been written about the economic
history of Georgia.

In order to find out the nuances of economic history of Georgia, as
well as of any other country, it is necessary to take into account the data of
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the money and weight-units of that time. Accordingly, based on scholarly
works, numismatic and metrological data, including the distribution of sil-
ver (dram/tetri/abazi), gold (drakhkan/flur) and copper coins in Georgia, are
briefly reviewed in the monograph. Special attention is given to medieval
liter (libra) in Georgia, which increased from 327 grams to 3,6 kilograms
from the 9 century to the end of 18" century. The relatively large measures
based on the liter system, kabitsi (10-17,8 kg.), kodi (18-36 kg.), grivi (100
kg.), kharvari (300-360 kg.), koka (10-36 kg.) and measurments of land and
length are also discussed here.

The main part of the work is divided by thematic and chronological
principles. In particular, after a general overview of the sources, literature,
money system, and measurments units, the topics are given in two thematic
chapters. Chapter I is devoted to agriculture, chapter II to cities and the ge-
neral economic situation at that time. In turn, each issue is reviewed through
specific field, which are given in a chronological order.

skksk

Agriculture was the leading branch of production in medieval Georgia.
Although at that time there were cities in Georgia and other developed coun-
tries, where trade and craftsmanship were widespread, the vast majority of
the population lived in rural areas and mainly survived through agriculture.
Under such conditions, cultivation of land and harvests emanating from it
were a major source of wealth. Consequently, land was the main means of
production in medieval Georgia.

During the period of developed feudalism, the land belonged to the
Georgian king, secular feudal lords and church-monasteries. Most of the
population — peasants — also belonged to them. Most of the agricultural lands
were given to the peasants with the right for permanent use. The peasant‘s
agricultural unit can be roughly translated as the ,,peasant base*, which was
approximately an arable land of 5,5-6 ha. and also included one vineyard
(0,3-0,5 ha). Surely, the king, the feudal lords, and the church were also
the owners of the lands the peasants used. A considerable part of the land
belonged to the king, secular feudal lords, and churches/monasteries, which
were cultivated through the peasants® labor tax. Thus, the arable land fund
was mainly concentrated in the small ,,peasant base* and in the personal
farms of the feudal lords.

Since bread was the main product in the diet (about 1,5 kg of bread per
day was necessary for one adult man) of the population in medieval Georgia,
cereals were grown on the most of agricultural lands. Accordingly, these
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crops occupied approximately 60-70% of the cultivated land.

The production of wheat or other corns on the territory of Georgia was
quite developed for centuries. This, together with fertile lands, was the result
of constant improvement of plowing weapons and construction of irrigation
systems. According to the data of the 18" century, the harvest in Eastern
Georgia was 8 seeds produced for each sown seed and 600 kilograms of
grain were taken from 1 daily (0,5 ha) land, which is one of the highest num-
ber in the world at that time.

We have no information on the overall agricultural yield from pre-feu-
dal and feudal Georgia. Relatively late data gives the following information:
at the end of the 16" century, more than 74 million kg. of cereals was grown
in Samtskhe-Saatabago; and more than 115 million kg. in Kartli-Kakheti
at the beginning of the 19" century. Accordingly, Georgia self-sufficient in
terms of grain products. At the same time, the price of wheat and other ce-
reals was lower in Georgia than in other countries. Due to the devastating
invasions, the collapse of the country, there was a shortage of products in the
country from time to time and the price increased, although such facts did
not seem systemic. It was the great wealth that ensured the longevity of a
small country in the face of aggression from large states. This wealth, among
other factors, led to the preservation of national identity.

Based on the fact that in the coastal zone of western Georgia, wheat
was less plentiful, mainly low-grain cereals - ghomi was cultivated. Corn
(maize) was cultivated since the 17" century. The dynamics of prices testify
that in the era of the unity of the Georgian state, large quantities of wheat
were imported from Kartli-Kakheti and Samtskhe-Saatabago to western
Georgia. In the 16™-18" centuries, wheat became more expensive in western
Georgia due to the severance of economic ties between the two parts of the
state. The economic ties of western and eastern Georgia were restored in the
second half of the 18" century, which led to an equalization of wheat prices.

In the feudal Georgia, after the production of cereals, the main place
belonged to viticulture and winemaking, which was due to the role of wine
in the daily life of the population. In ancient Georgia, wine was used not
only for holidays and funeral banquets, but also for primary consumption.
Wine was so important that it was consumed even during military mobiliza-
tion. Small amounts of wine were main components of the diet at the time,
and men usually drank up to 1 liter of wine per day. Consequently, large
quantities of wine were brought to the peasants‘ small vineyards and feudal
lords, much of which was used for personal consumption and some for sale
in Thilisi and other Georgian cities. Wine was also an export commodity.
Iv. Javakhishvili‘s research confirms that there were 420 indigenous grape
varieties spread in different parts of ancient Georgia. In feudal Georgia, dif-
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ferent landscape and climate conditions led to the appearance of many grape
varieties.

According to various sources, the harvest in feudal Georgia was in-
creased gradually, and if in the 12%-13™ centuries up to 800 liters of wine
was produced from one vineyard, in the 18" century — the figure stood at
more than 1200 liters. According to the statistics of the beginning of the
19 century, the country produced around 50 million liters of wine. All this
indicates the high development and constant progress of this specific field.

Other branches of intensive farming in Georgia during the feudal era
were also properly developed. Legumes — broad bean, lentils, peas, chickpea
and from the 17" century — beans. Rice cultivation was also widespread,
which should have originated in eastern Georgia from Iran in the 9" centu-
ry, while much earlier in western Georgia. In some parts of Georgia, other
plants such as flax, hemp, cotton were intensively cultivated since ancient
times.

Other plants were available in Georgia: eggplant, onions, garlic, car-
rots, cucumbers, cabbage, peppers, mustard etc. Some of the named crops
were brought to Georgia from ancient times, while others came relatively
late. There were many orchards in the country. Various types of fruits were
common, including peaches, apples, pomegranates, mulberries, grapes, figs,
pears, walnuts, lemon, olive, chestnut etc.

As it is known, production of silk was developed in many regions of
Georgia. Residents also obtained large quantities of madder from which red
paint was made and exported abroad.

Additionally, cattle breeding was one of the main sectors of the Geor-
gian economy during the feudal era. In ancient Georgia, great importance
was given to the breeding of horses and other domestic animals, including
bulls, cows, sheep, goats, and pigs. Beekeeping and fishing were developed
in all parts of the country.

Thus, agriculture in Georgia was properly developed in the feudal era.
It is also noteworthy that in the 16M-18™ centuries, despite the deterioration
of the political situation in the country, various sectors of agriculture not
only did not collapse, but even progressed.

The gradual progress of agriculture, in turn, led to an increase in the
price of the producer layer and the productive means - the peasants and
the land. The market value of arable lands in the possession of peasants in-
creased by an average of 2,5-3 times from the 11" century to the 18" century.
The increase in labor productivity was followed by an increase in feudal
taxes. Consequently, the property/wealth of the feudal lords also expanded
over time.

According to law books of Beka-Agbugha (13™-14™ cc.) and Vakhtang
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(early 18™ c.) there was a steady growth of labor productivity. This proves
the idea that the economy related to agricultural activities increased approx-
imately for 2-3 times.

Despite the progress of the agricultural sector, the general pace of eco-
nomic development was low. Consequently, before the beginning of the 19*
century, i.e. before the conquest of the Georgian kingdoms by the Russian
Empire, as well as in the next few decades, the essence of feudal economy
did not change much.

Ifthere was some progress in agriculture, which is reflected in the ,,blood
prices* (fines imposed for crime) of peasants and feudal lords, the opposite
is seen in the case of traders. According to the mentioned law books, from
the 13"-14" centuries until the 18" century, the ,,blood prices® of merchants
were slowly declining. This was an indication of the decline of urban life
that significantly hampered the country‘s overall economic progress.

Although agriculture played a leading role in the economies of the
countries in the Middle Ages, the share of cities was relatively small, to
overcome feudal backwardness eventually depended on the development of
cities and urban life. Therefore, even in the feudal era, the level of urban
life is considered to be an indicator of the development and decline of the
country.

The history of the development and decline of Georgian cities is di-
vided into several stages. In pre-feudal and developed feudal epochs, urban
life in Georgia, despite some obstacles, was generally marked by a steady
growth. The establishment of feudal relations in Georgia did not lead to the
decline of the cities of the ancient era. The old cities — Mtskheta, Urbnisi,
Ruisi, Kutaisi, Tsikhe-Goji and others, still remained as trade and workshop
centers. However, the share of agriculture in the economies of cities grew
further because of the predominance of feudalism.

Urban life in Georgia, developed especially in the 9%-10" centuries
when Akhalkalaki, Akhaltsikhe, Tmogyvi, Oltsi, Telavi and other cities were
formed. In the same era, the city of Artanuji, founded during the Vakhtang
Gorgasali (5" ¢.) period, attained its prominence through its location on an
important trade route.

Thilisi was especially advanced from the 5™ century and was steadily
developing until the middle of the 13" century. Along with the growth and
development of Tbilisi, the rise of other cities in Georgia was observed in
the 11"-13% centuries. As a result, the share of urban residents in the coun-
try‘s population has increased. During the united Georgian monarchy, the
following Georgian cities existed: Tbilisi, Rustavi, Gori, Ateni, Uplistsikhe,
Zhinvani, Surami, Ali, Zovreti, Dmanisi, Artanuji, Akhalkalaki, Akhaltsikhe,
Baraleti, Tmogyvi, Oltisi, Samshvilde, Khunani, Khornabuji, Telavi, Kutaisi,
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Vardtsikhe, Shorapani, Petra, Batumi, Poti, Tskhumi, Bichvinta, Nicopsis.
In the 12" and early the 13" centuries, as a result of the country*‘s political
strength, the cities of Armenia, Rani, and Shirvan, including Ani, Dvin, and
Kari (Kars), Shamkori, and Kabala, became part of the Georgian kingdom.

Thus, in the 12" and early the 13" centuries, urban life in feudal Geor-
gia reached its peak. As a result, craftsmanship and trade developed. Many
fields of craftsmanship were developed in the Georgian cities of the men-
tioned epoch. Georgian cities were involved not only in domestic trade but
were also connected through caravan routes to Byzantium, Iran, Russia, and
other nearby or distant lands.

In the 12" and the early 13" centuries, some cities of the great econom-
ic importance were incorporated into the Georgian Kingdom, and some of
them were indirectly controlled by Georgian kings, including Barda-Dvin-
Ani-Kars and the other caravan roads of regional importance.

As aresult of economic development in the 12" and early 13" centuries,
the revenues of the Georgian state increased significantly. The total revenues
of the Georgian monarchy, including the tribute paid by the vassal states, did
not fall far short of the revenues of the world‘s leading countries of the era,
including Byzantium, England, and France.

Jalal al-Din‘s 1225 invasion, then the Mongols® domination over Geor-
gia caused decline of the Georgian cities and the economy in general. Geor-
gia‘s economy fell into an even more difficult position during the invasions
of Timur-Lang at the turn of the 14"-15" centuries. Despite these disruptive
factors, some cities to be completely destroyed and others be degraded, most
of them continued to function during this period. In the14™-15" centuries,
Georgian cities — Tskhumi, Poti and Batumi — developed to some extent as
a result of maritime trade with Genoa. Against the background of the dete-
riorating economic situation, the eastern part of the country remained some-
what stable. As a result, in the second half of the 15™ century, the following
cities emerged in Kakheti: Gremi, Zagemi and Karaghaji. Like Kakheti, the
economic situation in Samtskhe-Javakheti was somewhat normal. It is true
that during the 13™-15" centuries the cities of south-western Georgia were
also affected, but Akhaltsikhe, Akhalkalaki, Artanuji, Tmogvi and other cit-
ies continued to exist.

Finally, in the 15" century, the following cities functioned in Georgia:
Tbilisi, Gori, Ateni, Ali, Mdzovreti, Zhinvani, Gremi, Zagemi, Karaghaji,
Telavi, Akhaltsikhe, Akhalkalaki, Artanuji, Artaani, Tmogvi, Kutaisi, Ba-
tumi, Poti, Sokhumi etc. Although the population in Georgian cities declined
by the 15" century, their role in economic activity was still significant.

An even more difficult situation came to be at the end of the 15% century
and in the 16"-17" centuries. This was related to the disintegration of the
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united Georgian state into kingdoms and the ongoing geopolitical changes
near the country‘s borders.

After the Ottoman Empire dominated the Black Sea, Georgia, as a link
between Europe and Asia, lost its strategic importance. Since the 16" cen-
tury, the division of Georgia by Iranians and the Ottomans into eastern and
western parts not only hampered foreign trade, but also disrupted the domes-
tic market. Two parts of the country, eastern and western Georgia, were torn
apart. As a result, urban life in western Georgia declined sharply in the 17%-
18" centuries. Under the conditions of Ottoman economic isolation, slave
trade in western Georgia reached an alarming level. This developments was
caused by economic problems.

The situation worsened in Samtskhe-Javakheti, occupied by the Otto-
man Empire. Although economic ties between above mentioned regions and
Kartli were not completely severed, the Ottoman customs system hampered
this relationship. Over time, the deteriorating economic situation in the
Akhaltsikhe vilayet became quite noticeable.

As to the kingdoms of Kartli and Kakheti, they became economically
dependent on Iran, as a result of which trade and other relations were mainly
with the cities of Tran. In the 17" century and the first half of the 18" century,
there were four main cities in Kartli — Tbilisi, Gori, Surami and Ali. The cit-
ies of Kakheti, which were advanced since the 15" century, were destroyed
by the invasions of Shah Abbas I. In the 17" and first half of the 18" centu-
ries only Telavi was considered a small town in Kakheti.

In eastern Georgia of the discussed era, thanks to the rich traditions, as
mentioned above, only agriculture was sustainable and some progress was
made in this area. However, in the wake of foreign and domestic disturbanc-
es, as well as the increasing number of invasions by Dagestani mountaineers,
agriculture was also severely damaged, and the decline of urban life made
the overall picture even worse. The population was declining. The economic
situation created as a result of the compromise agreement with Iran (1730s)
may have allowed physical existence for the people of Kartli and Kakheti,
but the country, which was almost completely cut off from the European
technological development, could not progress. As a result, the economic
and social situation in eastern Georgia lagged far behind what was in Euro-
pean countries. Against the background of the difficult economic situation,
the state revenues of the Georgian kingdoms also decreased significantly.

The favorable situation for economic development in Eastern Georgia
was created in the second half of the 18" century. This mainly was condi-
tioned by the liberation of Kartli-Kakheti from Iran and the reforms imple-
mented by Erekle II.

Erekle II introduced progressive laws for the development of trade re-
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lations as well as established a firm customs tariff. At the same time, he
invited Armenian merchants and those living in various provinces of Iran
to his kingdom, promising them protection and security. To stimulate trade,
the king broke with feudal conservatism, took an unprecedented step, and
advanced traders as princes and nobles. As a result, a large part of the South
Caucasian merchants came under the protection of Erekle II.

As the restoration of the road connecting Europe and Asia through
Georgia exceeded the capabilities of the Kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti, the
king shifted his attention to another direction. In 1750, the Dariali or the
,Ossetian road” was opened. Erekle II set a preferential customs tariff on
imported or exported goods in order to popularize this road. Also, care was
taken to improve the caravan routes. Soon Erekle‘s subordinate merchants
became one of the main actors in the Iran-Russia trade turnover. As a result,
the role of Tbilisi was grew throughout the region. In addition to the named
highway, an important trading artery was the old traditional caravan route
through which Tbilisi connected the cities of the eastern part of the South
Caucasus and northern Iran with Istanbul.

Monetary reform also had a positive effect on deepening trade rela-
tions and strengthening independent economic policies. Since the 1760s, the
Thbilisi Mint became independent from the Iranian vassalage and Erekle 11
started to issue large quantities of his own coins.

As a result of the implemented measures, the economy of Eastern
Georgia developed from the 60s of the 18™ century contributing to the im-
provement of urban life. The opening of the road connecting Russia led to
the establishment and development of Dusheti, Ananuri and Akhalgori. As
a result of the strengthening of economic ties between western and eastern
Georgia, the cities on the roads connecting Imereti and Racha — Tskhinvali
and Surami — developed significantly. The city of Sighnaghi developed in
Kakheti, which, by the order of the king, was surrounded by defensive wall.

The revival of urban life in the second half of the 18" century and the
development of monetary and commodity relations led to the strengthening
of the domestic market. We see in the historical documents that in the dis-
cussed era, all the products or items that were consumed by the people were
traded in the cities of Eastern Georgia. Different corners of the country were
connected to each other.

In the second half of the 18" century, trade and economic ties between
Eastern and Western parts of Georgia were restored. In addition to the loss
of Ottoman state power over time, which weakened economic ties, the tra-
ditionally divided western and eastern Georgia between Iranian and the
Ottoman ceased to exist by the liberation of Kartli-Kakheti from Iranian
domination. Kartli-Kakheti, independent of Iran, helped to escape economic
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isolation. In order to stimulate intensive economic relations between the two
sides of the country, Erekle II set a preferential customs tariff for trade with
Western Georgia. As a result, according to sources, trade caravans between
Kartli and Imereti were moving almost every day.

In the second half of the 18" century, about 60 fields of craftsmanship
production were pursued in Tbilisi and cities of Eastern Georgia. Craftsmen,
along with traditional industries (blacksmithing, construction, textile, etc.),
over time have mastered various new activities. For example, artisans from
Thilisi and other cities in the second half of the 18" century were produc-
ing different parts of firearms. Tbilisi artisans were united in various guilds.
From the beginning of the 18" century to the 70-90s of the same century, the
number of trade and craftsmanship shops increased from 200 to 500. Apart
from Tbilisi, there were shops in all Georgian cities: Gori, Telavi, Sighnaghi,
Dusheti, Kutaisi, etc.

In the second half of the 18" century, manufacturing-type enterpris-
es were established in Kartli-Kakheti, which was also connected with the
economic policy pursued by Erekle II. Since the Georgian kingdoms were
significantly behind the European level in development and the progressive
forms of production could not develop naturally, Erekle II resorted to the
forced economic development, which manifested itself in the state control
over existing economic tools.

Simultaneously with the revival and patronage of trade, the royal gov-
ernment began to take care for the development of industry. As a result, from
the 1770‘s onwards, several state-owned manufacturing enterprises were es-
tablished to employ hired laborers. Manufacturers produced a large number
of products. During this period, Akhtala silver and Alaverdi copper smelters
were opened. Shamblugh and Damblughi copper smelters also started to
operate. More than 2000 people were employed in these factories and a large
amount of silver and copper ore was mined.

At the same time, a ,,factory* for producing cannons, mortars and gre-
nades was built in Tbilisi. Additionally, gunpowder, utensils, glass, salt,
soap and other factories were opened; the printing house was re-equipped.
Most state-owned enterprises were leased to private individuals, which en-
couraged private trading capital to become industrial capital. This process
has become particularly noticeable in the textile industry. In general, Kar-
tli-Kakheti produced more than 5 000 000 arshins (arshin — approximately
101 centimeters) of fabric per year. Most of this fabric was produced by
private manufacturing companies. As a result of the development of the tex-
tile industry, the main dye-house of Tbilisi was expanded, which at that time
was already a manufacturing enterprise. In addition to Kartli-Kakheti, fab-
rics made in Tbilisi and other cities in eastern Georgia were sold in western
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Georgia, neighboring khanates, the North Caucasus, and Russia.

Against the background of economic activity, trade capital expanded
significantly, and the interest rate on loans decreased. The hired labor was
growing, which is confirmed not only in the cities, but also in the country-
side. Cases of peasants‘ escape from serfdom also increased.

Thus, as a result of the creation of capitalist enterprises and the intro-
duction of many other innovative approaches into the country‘s economic
life, the kingdom developed economically. At the same time, government
revenues increased.

The growing economic development of the Kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti
is reflected by the fact that in 1795, despite the destruction of Tbilisi by the
Iranian ruler Agha Mohammad Khan, the country was able to quickly return
to the old level of economic development.

Although the economic situation in western Georgia remained difficult,
the country overcame the isolation from the Ottomans and significantly re-
duced the scale of slave trade.

When assessing the economic situation of the Kingdom of Kartli-Kak-
heti in the discussed period, it should be noted that despite the economic de-
velopment, the country was still far behind the western European countries,
although the gradual establishment of capitalist elements was a precondition
for finally overcoming feudal elements. At the same time, it is unacceptable
(as is seen in the modern historiography) to assume that the economy of the
Georgian state at the end of the 18" century exhausted all possibilities and
was doomed to failure. Such assessments are untrue and are dictated by the
willingness to justify the need for the abolition of the Georgian kingdoms by
the Russian Empire in the early 19" century.

267






Apolon Tabuashvili
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