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Abstract

The scientific project submitted by the research team from Gori State Univer-
sity - “Research on Georgian and Georgia-Related Scientific Sources Preserved in
the Vatican Propaganda Fide Historical Archive” (project code: HE-22-2353; Head
of the project, Doctor of History, Professor Giorgi Sosiashvili; Project coordinator,
master of philology, Tatia Mtvarelidze; Scientists participating in the project: Doc-
tor of History, Professor Eldar Mamistvalishvili; Doctor of History, Professor Mur-
man Papashvili; Doctor of Philology, Natia Mirotadze; Doctor of Philology, Nino
Dianosashvili; Master of Philology, Tamar Koshoridze) was funded in 2022 by the
Shota Rustaveli National Science Foundation, within the framework of the Grant
Competition for scientific Research on Georgian Material and Spiritual Heritage in
Georgia and Abroad (HE-2022).

The financing of the scientific project was preceded by the official visit of the
President of Georgia, Salome Zurabishvili, to the Holy See. Following a meeting
with His Holiness Pope Francis, the Vatican authorities expressed full support for
Georgian scientists in their research endeavors within the Vatican archives and
libraries, culminating in the signing of a memorandum of cooperation between
Georgia and the Vatican. This document grants Georgian researchers unrestricted
access to conduct research. The aforementioned project, funded by the Rustaveli
National Science Foundation, is overseen by the Ministry of Education, Science,
and Youth Affairs of Georgia. Its primary aim is to uncover previously unknown
documents related to Georgia, preserved in the Vatican’s Propaganda Fide Histori-
cal Archive, and present them to the public. In addition to this support, the Tamaz
Bekaia Educational Foundation has emerged as a sponsor, providing accommoda-
tion for the Georgian scientists involved in the project by renting an apartment in
Rome, Italy, for the project’s duration. In April 24-26, 2023, an official visit to the
Vatican was conducted in connection with the preparatory work for the project.
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The delegation from Georgia included Giorgi Sosiashvili (then rector of Gori State
University), Zurab Zurabashvili (Head of the International Service of Gori State
University), Tatia Mtvarelidze (researcher and coordinator of the project), and
Levan Bekaia (Head of the Tamaz Bekaia Educational Foundation). The meeting
between the Georgian working group and representatives of the Propaganda Fide
Historical archive was organized by the Embassy of Georgia to the Holy See, with
direct involvement from the ambassador, Ketevan Bagrationi-Mukhranbatoni. The
official meeting took place within the Propaganda Fide Historical Archive itself.
The meeting was attended by Don Flavio Belluomini, the director of the archive,
and Valentina Karakhanian, the archivist. The representatives of the Propaganda
Fide Historical Archive presented seven archival volumes from their collection that
contain documents related to Georgia. These documents primarily consist of reports
sent to the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples by Catholic missionaries
working in Georgia, written mainly in Italian. Additionally, the collection includes
letters written in Georgian language by Georgian kings and dignitaries, addressed
to the Popes and Cardinals. Some of these letters have already been published by
Georgian scholars. According to the Propaganda Fide Historical Archive represen-
tatives, aside from these seven volumes, materials concerning Georgia are scattered
across various collections within the Archive, indicating that further significant
sources may still be uncovered. Numerous documents about Georgia remain housed
within the archive, many of which are in Italian, with others written in Georgian,
Latin, French, Greek etc. These reports, mostly authored by Catholic missionaries,
document their travels to Georgia and other Eastern countries during the XVII-
XIX centuries. There are numerous texts within the archive that, while not directly
focused on Georgia, contain valuable information about the region. These texts,
part of the reports sent to the Vatican by missionaries dispatched by Propaganda
Fide Congregation to promote Catholicism, primarily address the spread of the
Catholic faith. However, they also review the political situation of Eastern coun-
tries, describe the lives of various individuals, and assess the outcomes of Catholic
missionary efforts. Some of these reports include highly significant information
about Georgia, particularly regarding its political, economic, social, and cultural
life during a period of division into separate kingdoms. In addition to the docu-
ments written in Italian and Latin, the Propaganda Fide Historical Archive also
preserves letters written in Georgian. These letters, sent by the kings, princes, cler-
gymen and noble families of a politically fragmented Georgia during times of hard-
ship, sought aid from the West, seeing the Pope of Rome as the key figure capable
of coordinating Western political forces. This context explains why the spread of
Catholicism became increasingly relevant in Georgia during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. The development of a strategy for the propagation of Catholi-
cism in the East was entrusted to The Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith
(Propaganda Fide), operating under the directives of the Vatican. In their attempts
to leverage the Vaticanss interest in spreading Catholicism, Georgian monarchs and
nobles, besieged by Islamic states and facing dire circumstances, sought to utilize
this opportunity to their advantage. Consequently, Catholic missionaries were able
to cultivate a conducive environment for their work in Georgia.
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As previously mentioned, the Vatican archives house numerous letters sent
from Georgia by its monarchs and nobles, alongside documents in foreign lan-
guages. Many of these correspondences are already recognized within Georgian
historiography. It is noteworthy that while many esteemed researchers have ex-
amined other archives, M. Tamarashvili’s contributions stand out. His significant
efforts salvaged a vast array of documents, both Georgian and non-Georgian, from
potential obscurity. His work culminated in the publication of the invaluable vol-
ume titled “History of Catholicism among Georgians”, which serves as a priceless
resource for future generations. Several scholars have continued the work initiated
by M. Tamarashvili, including D. Gamezardashvili, I. Tabagua, M. Papashvili, E.
Mamistvalishvili, J. Vateishvili and others. These researchers have contributed to
the academic discourse by introducing historical documents, reports, and records
of Catholic missionaries into our scholarly circulation. However, it is important
to note that many documents written in foreign languages (such as Italian, Latin,
Greek, Persian, Armenian etc.) and in Georgian remain unknown and await dis-
covery. Numerous documents that M. Tamarashvili copied by hand or summarized
for his audience still require thorough examination. Within some letters, mechani-
cal inaccuracies may be concealed, and certain sections may have been omitted to
expedite the copying process. A comprehensive analysis of these materials is likely
to illuminate various historical facts and events that have yet to be clarified.

Therefore, with the presented article we aim to begin the process of publish-
ing previously unknown or little-known documents preserved in the Propaganda
Fide Historical Archive. This endeavor is anticipated to be of significant interest to
researchers studying the history of late medieval Georgia.

The letter preserved in the Propaganda Fide Historical Archive was dis-
patched by Levan Batonishvili, the youngest son of Vakhtang V Shahnavaz (1658-
1675), from Georgia to Pope Clement XI, the head of the Catholic Church. During
this period, Kartli had been conquered by Iranian forces, and an Iranian garrison
was stationed in Tbilisi, oppressing the Christian Georgians. Following the death
of Vakhtang V Shahnavaz, Giorgi XI ascended to the royal throne of Kartli with
the Shah of Iran’s permission, although he struggled to adapt to Iranian rule. Levan
Batonishvili’s letter reveals that the king of Kartli faced humiliation at the Persian
court due to the mistreatment of Georgian peasants by Iranian authorities. The
Shah demanded that the king of Kartli send his younger brother Levan as a hostage.
Consequently, Levan was sent to one of Iran’s fortresses. The Batonishvili family,
fearing the possibility of captivity, fled from Georgia. In his correspondence to the
Pope, Levan articulates the significant hardships and suffering he endured during
this tumultuous period. He was compelled to renounce Christianity and convert
to Islam; however, he emphasized that this conversion was only outward, deeply
affecting the Georgian prince. The Shah, recognizing Levan Batonishvili’s convic-
tion in the superiority of the Roman Catholic Church, monitored him closely. In
response to his precarious situation, Levan requested that the Pope designate a
Catholic clergyman to assist him, although this clergyman would need to wear
secular clothing to avoid raising suspicions of re-Christianization, which could
provoke the Shah’s anger and pose a significant risk to his family.
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Although Levan did not have family with him in Iran, he mentioned in his
letter that his family had “fled” from Georgia out of fear of capture, indicating that
the threat of their apprehension by Iranian forces persisted. Within the Propagan-
da Fide Historical Archive, particularly in the file containing Levan Batonishvili’s
letter written in Georgian and sent from Georgia, there are additional documents
pertaining to the Georgian prince’s exile in Iran. Notably, these documents were
collectively discussed during a general meeting of cardinals on November 26, 1708.
Alongside Levan’s letter, there is a summary report of the case, a record of the
council’s decision, and, most significantly, an explanatory letter from Alessio da
Milano, a Capuchin missionary closely associated with Levan Batonishvili. This
letter provides additional context to the information contained in the Georgian
prince’s correspondence, shedding further light on the political situation in Kartli,
the representatives of the Bagrationi royal family under pressure from Iran, etc.

The history of the creation of Levan Batonishvili’s letter is also interesting.
The documents accompanying the letter reveal that Levan, being in Isfahan, sent
a signed and sealed blank sheet to Vakhtang VI and probably Sulkhan-Saba Orbe-
liani and asked them to write a letter to the Pope on his behalf. The information
presented in the archival documents and the comparative analysis of calligraphy
attested that the letter of Levan was most probably written by Sulkhan-Saba Or-
beliani.

Keywords: Vatican Archives, Propaganda Fide, Missionaries in Georgia, Le-
van of Kartli, Vakhtang VI, Alessio da Milano, Catholicism.
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