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ABSTRACT

Stephen B. Riegg: Claiming the Caucasus: Russia’s Imperial Encounter with Armenians,
1801-1894
(Under the direction of Louise McReynolds)

My dissertation questions the relationship between the Russian empire and the Armenian
diaspora that populated Russia’s territorial fringes and navigated the tsarist state’s metropolitan
centers. I argue that Russia harnessed the stateless and dispersed Armenian diaspora to build its
empire in the Caucasus and beyond. Russia relied on the stature of the two most influential
institutions of that diaspora, the merchantry and the clergy, to project diplomatic power from
Constantinople to Copenhagen; to benefit economically from the transimperial trade networks of
Armenian merchants in Russia, Persia, and Turkey; and to draw political advantage from the
Armenian Church’s extensive authority within that nation.

Moving away from traditional dichotomies of power and resistance, this dissertation
examines how Russia relied on foreign-subject Armenian peasants and elites to colonize the
South Caucasus, thereby rendering Armenians both agents and recipients of European
imperialism. Religion represented a defining link in the Russo-Armenian encounter and therefore
shapes the narrative of my project. Driven by a shared ecumenical identity as adherents of
Orthodox Christianity, Armenians embraced Russian patronage in the early nineteenth century to
escape social and political marginalization in the Persian and Ottoman empires. After the tsarist
state wrested the headquarters of the Armenian Church from Persia in 1828, it maneuvered to
ensure the election of an Armenian ecclesiastical leader most conducive to Russia’s geopolitical

objective of maintaining influence over Armenians abroad.

il



Tsarist diplomats amplified the clout of the Armenian Church in European capitals and
Russian generals relied on Armenian priests to gather intelligence in Turkey during wartime, but
the government shuttered Armenian parish schools and imprisoned clergy when it detected links
between the church and a rising nationalist movement. In the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, a multifaceted Armenian nationalist sentiment that sought varied goals penetrated
Armenian students, aristocrats, and clerics. Yet my research shows that even during this
challenge to tsarist authority, Russian statesmen and Armenian clergy continued to pursue

parallel aims.
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INTRODUCTION

A large crowd in Yerevan braved the winter chill of 2 December 2013 to watch the
unveiling of the city’s latest sculptural addition. Dignitaries at the ceremony included Serzh
Sargsyan, the president of the Republic of Armenia, and Maksim Sokolov, the Russian Minister
of Transportation. Towering behind the men stood the new, fifteen-foot-tall marble monument. It
depicts two women, their veiled heads slightly bowed toward each other, bound in an intimate
embrace. A large cross, the focal point of the sculpture, not only links the women but also finds
shelter in their unity. While new to the Armenian capital, the monument is a larger replica of an
older statue in central Moscow, where an inscription declares: “Blessed over centuries is the
friendship of the Russian and Armenian peoples.”

A relationship that stretches back into the premodern era, contemporary Russo-Armenian
ties penetrate time and politics to base their foundation upon centuries of cultural, diplomatic,
and economic dialogue. Tsar Nicholas I wrested Armenia from Persia in 1828, fusing it to the
Romanov and then the Soviet empires for nearly two centuries. Since the emergence of an
independent Armenian state in 1991, the Republic of Armenia has maintained a close political
partnership with its former imperial overlord, relying on its diplomatic, economic, and military
support. Indeed, in January 2015, Yerevan joined the Moscow-organized Eurasian Economic
Union, abandoning the prospect of entering the European Union. Most Western analysts
interpreted Armenia’s decision to side with President Vladimir Putin’s brainchild as a case of
realpolitik, in which Armenia yielded to Russian pressure out of fear of losing Moscow’s support

against its neighboring foe, Azerbaijan. Yet such explanations ignore the deep ties between



Russians and Armenians that continue to inform modern developments in the Caucasus and
beyond. As the Russian Foreign Ministry declared on Twitter in April 2015, “Armenia is
Russia’s reliable partner and ally. We share centuries-old relations and are bound by historical
and spiritual ties.” The political synergy and religious kinship between Russians and Armenians
evoked by Moscow in the twenty-first century experienced their defining moments in the
nineteenth century.

This dissertation explores the evolution of the Russian political encounter with
Armenians in the nineteenth century, a period marked both by the zenith and the nadir of that
relationship. I argue that Russia harnessed the stateless and dispersed Armenian diaspora to build
its empire in the Caucasus and beyond. Russia relied on the stature of the two most influential
institutions of that diaspora, the merchantry and the clergy, to project diplomatic sway from
Constantinople to Copenhagen; to benefit economically from the transimperial trade networks of
Armenian merchants based in Tiflis, Astrakhan, and Moscow; and to draw political advantage
from the Armenian Church’s authority in that nation.

Religion plays a key role in this narrative because of its centrality to the Russo-Armenian
encounter. Driven by a shared ecumenical identity as adherents of Orthodox Christianity,
Armenians embraced Russian patronage in the early nineteenth century to escape social and
political marginalization in the Persian and Ottoman empires. Tsarist officials resettled Armenian
peasants from northern Persia and eastern Anatolia into newly conquered territories in the South
Caucasus, provided financial incentives to Armenian vendors in Constantinople to relocate to
Crimea, and institutionalized exclusive tax breaks for the Armenian communities of Astrakhan

and other southern Russian cities. After Petersburg conquered the headquarters of the Armenian



Church from Persia in 1828, it maneuvered to ensure the election of an Armenian prelate most
open to Russia’s geopolitical objective of maintaining influence over Armenians abroad.

Armenians make a compelling instrument for investigating Russian strategies of
imperialism for three reasons. First, owing to their diaspora’s distribution along not only social
and economic lines, but also across regional and imperial borders, Armenians could be found in
numerous milieus. The exploration of Russo-Armenian ties takes us to the neighboring Persian
and Ottoman empires, universities and printing presses from Yerevan and Tiflis to Moscow and
St. Petersburg, and from Caucasian battlefields to Russian provincial capitals. Second, Armenia
initially embraced tsarist patronage, unlike other territories in the Caucasus. Third, Armenians
experienced a wide spectrum of group identities that tsarist officials ascribed to them: at first
recognized as distant Persian vassals lauded for their economic prowess, they graduated into
loyal Russian allies who were crucial for the administration of the South Caucasus, only to find
themselves a half century later labeled suspect nationalists.

A key goal of this dissertation is to contribute to the ongoing reconceptualization of
dominant narratives of empire in general, and the Russian empire in particular. Moving away
from traditional dichotomies of power and resistance, this work examines how the Russian
government relied on foreign-subject Armenian peasants and elites to colonize parts of the South
Caucasus, thus rendering Armenians concurrently the agents and the recipients of European
imperialism. Some of the key protagonists here are ethnic Armenian officers in the tsarist
service, who served in the Romanov bureaucracy and commanded Russian troops, often against
their own compatriots. Before and after the Russian annexation of Georgia and Eastern Armenia,
Armenians served as tsarist spies, settlers, and soldiers. Armenians joined Georgians and other

Christian and Muslim natives of the Caucasus in collaborating with St. Petersburg’s imperial



project in the South Caucasus, which achieved tangible results in pulling the region closer to
Russia and closer to modernity.

Yet the Armenian encounter with modernity in the nineteenth century, much as it played
out in other parts of Europe in that age of nationalism, yielded a complex interplay of national
and imperial identities. This dissertation engages the interdisciplinary work of such theorists of
empire as Ann Laura Stoler, who has emphasized that “blurred genres of rule are not empires in
distress but imperial polities in active realignment and reformation.”’ Tsarist agents lauded
Armenian traders’ contributions to the economic development of the imperial periphery but
distrusted their affiliations with British and French merchants in Asia Minor. The government
supported an Armenian family’s establishment of the Lazarev Institute of Oriental Languages in
Moscow but prohibited the formation of smaller Armenian academies and benevolent
organizations elsewhere. Tsarist diplomats amplified the clout of the Armenian Church in
European capitals and Russian generals relied on Armenian priests to gather intelligence in the
Ottoman empire during wartime, but the government shuttered Armenian parish schools and
imprisoned clergy when it detected links between the church and a rising nationalist movement.
In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, a multifaceted Armenian nationalist sentiment that
sought varied goals infiltrated students, aristocrats, and clerics. Yet even during this challenge to
tsarist authority, Russian statesmen and Armenian clergy continued to pursue parallel aims.

Extending to the Russian empire the theoretical framework of what Stoler and Frederick
Cooper have termed the “tensions of empire”—the contrast between what imperialism sought

and what it did—I examine how the Armenian Church continued to collaborate with tsarist

'Ann Laura Stoler, “On Degrees of Imperial Sovereignty,” Public Culture 18, no. 1 (2006): 138.



authorities during the nadir of Russo-Armenian relations in the late nineteenth century.” The two
sides joined forces to resist the encroachment of foreign Protestant and Catholic missionaries in
the Caucasus and cooperated in other ways because Armenian ecclesiastical leaders recognized
the need for Russia’s protection from neighboring Muslim states. One of the contentions here is
that while Armenians guarded their culture from Russification, the paramount need for physical
security overshadowed such concerns. This circumstance explains the absence of a concerted
secessionist current within the diverse Armenian nationalist movement of the 1880s and 1890s.
Thus this dissertation looks to explanations of empire, by Stoler, Cooper, Burbank, and

others, that account for the complexity of relationships and identities that characterized imperial
structures. Dominic Lieven’s exposition matches the contours of this story, but it is not enough
to explain the Russo-Armenian encounter. Lieven’s streamlined definition of empire, and the
Russian state of the nineteenth century in particular, describes it as “a very great power that has
left its mark on the international relations of an era . . . a polity that rules over wide territories

and many peoples . . . not a polity ruled with the explicit consent of its peoples.”™

To be sure, by
its own designation, the “All-Russian Empire” (Vserossiiskaia imperiia) was a polyethnic state
that conquered territories beyond Russia proper and controlled millions of non-Russian and non-
Slavic national groups from the Baltic and Black seas to the Pacific and Arctic oceans. Indeed,

the very term for the Russian emperor—tsar—is a Russified derivative of that quintessential

empire’s ruler: the Roman Caesar.

*Frederick Cooper and Ann Stoler, “Tensions of Empire: Colonial Control and Visions of Rule,” in
American Ethnologist 16, no. 4 (1989): 609-21.

*Dominic Lieven, Empire: The Russian Empire and Its Rivals (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000),
xi.



Yet the Armenian experience with Russia demands more fluid interpretations of empire,
which highlight the blurred lines between colonizer and colonized, metropole and periphery. For
much of the nineteenth century, Armenians derived political, economic, and even cultural
advantage from their association with Russia. For Armenians, and some other tsarist subjects,
imperial rule meant not only subjugation and exploitation but also protection and promotion.
When Khachatur Abovyan, the father of modern Armenian literature, declared in 1841, “Blessed
be the hour when the blessed Russian foot stepped upon our holy Armenian land,” he was not
simply pandering to his imperial masters.* Although the theme of constructive and symbiotic
imperial relationships has gained traction in historical studies of Russia and other empires,” last
century’s temptation to equate “empire” with oppression remains powerful. As Michael
Reynolds has observed, only recently have we started to move away from a climate in which
“the very word ‘empire’ became an almost universal word of opprobrium.”

The circumstances of the Russian empire, including its contiguous structure that captured
one-seventh of the planet’s landmass while contesting who qualified as Russkie and Rossiane,’
render it akin to the “imperial formations” described by Ann Stoler and Carole McGranaham.
Neither politically static nor socially rigid, “Imperial formations are polities of dislocation,

processes of dispersion, appropriation, and displacement. They are dependent both on moving

*Khachatur Abovyan, Rany Armenii [Arm: Verk Hayastani] (Yerevan: Sovetakan grokh, 1977), 102.

>Alexei Miller, The Ukrainian Question: Russian Nationalism in the Nineteenth Century (Budapest:
Central European University Press, 2003); Paul Werth, The Tsar’s Foreign Faiths: Toleration and the
Fate of Religious Freedom in Imperial Russia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).

Michael Reynolds, Shattering Empires: The Clash and Collapse of the Ottoman and Russian Empires,
1908-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 9.

"This distinction refers to the political and ethnic categories of belonging in Russia. Russkie denotes
members of the Russian nation, while Rossiane indicates inhabitants of the Russian state, irrespective of
their ethnic or national identity.



categories and populations.”® Such polities display “[g]radations of sovereignty and sliding
scales of differentiation,” and “are not, as we once imagined them, based on fixed forms and
secure relations of inequity: they produce unstable relationships of colonizer and colonized, of
citizen to subject, and unequal struggles over the forms of inclusion and the principles of
differentiation.”” Armenians are not a unique exemplar of this circumstance in the Russian case:
Robert Crews and others have shown how tsarist authorities relied on non-Russians and non-
Slavs to administer and control the vast empire.'’ To do so, the government coopted national
elites and promoted the social and cultural standing of various groups, thus blurring the
ostensibly fixed lines not only between imperial agents and subjects, but also between the
dominant (i.e., Russian) and dominated nations. In promoting the Russian “imperium as a
creative space,” Nicholas Breyfogle has underscored that “Russian/Soviet rule offered important
opportunities and possibilities—not to mention resources—that could be used to push local

! This dissertation extends these foci to the Caucasus and Armenia, giving us a better

agendas.
understanding of historical and, by extension, contemporary Russo-Armenian ties that continue

to influence everyday politics in the Caucasus.

Ann Stoler, Carole McGranahan, et al, eds., Imperial Formations (Santa Fe: School for Advanced
Research Press, 2007), 8.

’Stoler, McGranahan, et al, eds., Imperial Formations, quotes from 9 and 12.

"Robert Crews, For Prophet and Tsar: Islam and Empire in Russia and Central Asia (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2009).

"Nicholas Breyfogle, “Enduring Imperium: Russia/Soviet Union/Eurasia as Multiethnic,
Multiconfessional Space,” in Ab Imperio 1 (2008): 100.



Historical Context

The Russo-Armenian encounter antedates by centuries the tsarist incorporation of Eastern
Armenia in 1828. Divided between the Ottoman (Western) and Persian (Eastern) empires,
Armenia lost its political independence in 1375. Since the mid-seventeenth century, Russo-
Armenian relations developed around two axes: economic and ecumenical ties. Having become
frequent visitors in Russian bazaars and trade posts, Armenians’ real and mythologized
economic prowess, as well as the value of the rare goods they carried from the Orient, earned
them special status by the second half of the seventeenth century. In April 1667, Tsar Aleksei
Mikhailovich (1645-76), eager to take advantage of Persian Armenians’ silk imports, included
Armenians among ethnic groups permitted to trade at advantageous rates, often duty-free, in
major Russian commercial centers, such as Astrakhan and Moscow. '?

Under Peter the Great, Russia absorbed Armenians from abroad and sympathized with
the first manifestations of an Armenian liberation movement. In 1701, the Russian emperor
received Israel Ori, an envoy dispatched by Persian Armenians in hopes of securing a tsarist
alliance against the shah. Peter granted the Armenian emissary the symbolic rank of colonel in
the Russian army and promised to “extend his hand of assistance” toward the Armenians of
Persia."” Although Ori failed to deliver Eastern Armenians from the grasp of the shah, he
inspired other young Armenians to look to the Russian empire for liberation. One of Ori’s most
ambitious successors, Joseph Emin, an Indian Armenian who had served in the British army,

arrived in the South Caucasus decades later to rally Armenians and Georgians against Persia.

2Sobranie aktov, otnosiashchikhsia k obozreniiu istorii Armianskogo naroda, vol. 1 (Moscow: Lazarev
Institute of Oriental Languages Press, 1833), 3-4.

BSobranie aktov, vol. 2, 289.



Russia codified its recruitment of Armenians from abroad in 1711, when the Governing
Senate recommended that the state “increase Persian trade and court [prilaskat] Armenians as
much as possible and ease their lot, in order to encourage them to arrive [in Russia] in large

1% In 1724 Peter issued sweeping economic privileges for Armenians settled

numbers.
throughout his realm, granting them exemptions from military service and other exclusive
rights."” Peter’s successors continued to grant economic privileges to Armenians in Russia. In
1746, Armenian merchants in Astrakhan, a strategically important commercial center in southern
Russia, gained the right to trade tax-free and to establish their own court; in 1769, Astrakhan
Armenians received the exclusive right to build seagoing vessels for trade in the Caspian Sea.'
Catherine the Great continued these policies, absorbing new Armenian subjects in 1779 by
resettling Ottoman Armenians from Crimea to Nor Nakhichevan, a town on the Don River."”
Religious solidarity drove Russo-Armenian relations in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. From the adoption of Christianity by the two nations, in 301 by Armenians and 988 by
Russians, the links between the Armenian Apostolic and the Russian Orthodox churches
remained strong. These autocephalous national churches are members of Orthodox Christianity,

with Russia part of the Eastern Orthodox branch and Armenia part of the Oriental Orthodox

wing. Although close liturgical cousins, the two churches never entered into full communion and

YSobranie aktov, vol. 1, 7 and 290.

V. B. Barkhudarian, “Armianskie kolonisty v Rossii i ikh rol’ v armiano-russkikh otnosheniiakh,” in M.
G. Nersisian, ed., Iz istorii vekovoi druzhby (Yerevan: Izdatel'stvo Akademii nauk Armianskoi SSR,
1983), 124-25.

Sobranie aktov, vol. 1,27, and Barkhudarian, “Armianskie kolonisty v Rossii,” 126.
"George Bournoutian, “Eastern Armenia from the Seventeenth Century to the Russian Annexation” in

Richard Hovannisian, ed., Armenian People from Ancient to Modern Times, volume 2. (New York: St.
Martin’s, 2004), 91.



developed independently after members of Oriental Orthodoxy rejected the dogmatic definitions
of the Council of Chalcedon in 451. Thus shared religion played at once a unifying and a divisive
role between Russians and Armenians.

Religion acquired especially politicized implications for Russo-Ottoman relations as soon
as the tsarist empire portrayed itself as the patron of Ottoman Christians. When Russia forced
Turkey to sign the Treaty of Kutchuk Kainardzhi in 1774, few contemporaries could have
imagined the later reverberations of the accord’s Article 7, which stipulated that the “Sublime
Porte pledges to give the Christian faith and its churches firm protection and it grants the
Ministers of the Russian Imperial Court [the right] to protect all interests” of Christians.'® As one
of the largest Ottoman Christian subject groups, Armenians became not just an aspect of the
nineteenth century’s Eastern Question, but also a key part of Russia’s answer to it.
Historiography

While Russian imperialism in the Caucasus attracted particularly wide attention among
Anglophone historians after the collapse of the Soviet Union, several notable works emerged
earlier in the twentieth century. The first serious English-language study, John Baddeley’s The
Russian Conquest of the Caucasus, appeared in 1908. Baddeley focused on the military and
political story of St. Petersburg’s expansion, using Russian newspapers, periodicals, and other
published sources. In a passage representative of the prose, Baddeley described General Aleksei
Ermolov: “Of gigantic stature and uncommon physical strength, with round head set on mighty

shoulders and framed in shaggy locks, there was something leonine in his whole appearance,

"®Basil Dmytryshyn, ed. Imperial Russia: A Source Book, 1700-1917 (Orlando, FL: Harcourt Publishers,
1990), 109.
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which, coupled with unsurpassed courage, was well calculated to excite the admiration of his
own men and strike terror into his semi-barbarous foes.”"”

World wars and revolutions delayed new scholarship on the Caucasus until David
Marshall Lang began publishing in 1957, producing eight monographs on Georgian and
Armenian history over the next decades. His first book, The Last Years of the Georgian
Monarchy, argued that Russia’s annexation of Georgia saved the tiny Christian nation from
assured annihilation under the Persians.” Lang’s Armenia: Cradle of Civilization, which mainly
focused on the prehistorical and premodern eras, was the first survey of Armenian history in
English.*' Although Ronald Grigor Suny and Richard Hovannisian, two prominent Anglophone
scholars of Armenia, began publishing in the 1980s, their most influential works came after
1991. In the meantime, Soviet scholars produced important histories.

Soviet scholarship on the Caucasus and Armenia often emphasized the historic solidarity
between the Armenian and Russian peoples. Portraying Persian and Ottoman suzerainty over
Armenians as wholly oppressive, Soviet scholars—mainly Armenians—presented the Russian
conquest of Eastern Armenia in 1828 as the timely deliverance of a fellow Christian people,

echoing the Stalinist trope of “friendship of the peoples.”** Such narratives continued into the

post-Stalinist era, reflected particularly in the surge in publications around the 150" anniversary

“John Baddeley, The Russian Conquest of the Caucasus (London: Longmans and Green, 1908), 94-95.

*David Lang, The Last Years of the Georgian Monarchy, 1658-1832 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1957).

*'David Lang, Armenia: Cradle of Civilization (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1970).
27, Grigorian, Prisoedinenie Vostochnoi Armenii k Rossii v nachale XIX veka (Moscow: 1zd-vo
sotsial’'no-ekonomicheskoi literatury, 1959); G. M. Kazarian, ed., Prisoedinenie Vostochnoi Armenii k

Rossii i ego istoricheskoe znachenie: Shornik statei (Yerevan: Erevanskii gosudarstvennyi universitet,
1978).
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of the 1828 annexation. For example, a commemorative volume published in Yerevan in 1978,
Druzhba naveki (Eternal Friendship), tried to merge the “national-liberation struggle of the
Armenian people” with the “revolutionary movement of the Russian proletariat.”> Such texts
sought to underscore the Marxist vision of a supranational proletarian movement that moved
beyond bourgeois nationalisms on the path toward Communism.

S. A. Ter-Avakimova’s history of early-modern Russo-Armenian ties emphasized the
deep efforts of Armenian ecclesiastical leaders to secure Russian patronage, highlighting in
particular Israel Ori’s mission to Peter the Great.”* A. M. Pogosian’s archival-based history of
Kars province within the Russian empire underscored the correspondence of Western Armenian
and tsarist interests.”> V. G. Gukasian described the influence of the popular press on the
Western Armenian nationalist movement.”® Some Soviet historians infused Cold War tensions
into their narratives, accusing Western powers of directly contributing to Russo-Muslim conflicts
of the nineteenth century. B. P. Balaian argued that British and French diplomats pushed Persia
and the Ottoman empire into wars with Russia to halt its advances into the Near East.*’

Glasnost’ and perestroika helped Soviet scholarship move away from ideologically

driven histories of Russo-Armenian ties. V. G. Tunian’s history of Eastern Armenia provided a

*Druzhba naveki: materialy prazdnovaniia 150-letiia vkhozhdeniia Armenii v sostav Rossii (Yerevan:
Hayastan, 1980). See also M. G. Nersisian, ed., Iz istorii vekovoi druzhby (Yerevan: Izdatel'stvo
Akademii nauk Armianskoi SSR, 1983).

3 A. Ter-Avakimova, Armiano-russkie otnosheniia v period podgotovki persidskogo pokhoda
(Yerevan: Izdatel'stvo Akademii nauk Armianskoi SSR, 1980).

PA.M. Pogosian, Karsskaia oblast’ v sostave Rossii (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1983).

V. G. Gukasian, Konstantinopol ’skie armiane i natsional no-prosvetitel 'noe dvizhenie 30-60kh godakh
XIX veka (Yerevan: Izdatel'stvo Akademii nauk Armianskoi SSR, 1989).

*’B. P. Balaian, Diplomaticheskaia istoriia russko-iranskikh voin i prisoedineniia vostochnoi Armenii k
Rossii (Yerevan: Izdatel'stvo Akademii nauk Armianskoi SSR, 1988).
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sober, well-documented assessment of tsarist policies toward Armenia, even breaking with his
predecessors by accusing tsarist Russia of suppressing Armenian dreams of independence.”®
Among late-Soviet era scholars of the Caucasus, few gained as much international recognition as
D. I. Ismail-Zade, whose scholarship on the Russian colonization of the South Caucasus
appeared in English translation in the early 1980s.*” Ismail-Zade combined research in Soviet
archives with published Western documents, such as the memoirs of French diplomats, to
produce important studies of the Russian encounter with the South Caucasus.’® Contemporary
Russian scholarship has continued to produce well-researched narratives that utilize new archival
sources. B. T. Ovanesov and N. D. Sudavtsov’s coauthored volume represents the only
comprehensive overview of Armenians’ bureaucratic and military role in the Russian
administration of the Caucasus in any language.”'

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the subsequent opening of the archives for
foreign researchers marked a watershed moment in Anglophone studies of the Russian empire,
the Caucasus, and Armenia. Before Francine Hirsch identified the Soviet Union as an “Empire of
Nations” and before Terry Martin illustrated the Bolsheviks’ pursuit of a supranational state

devoid of fracture-inducing ethnonationalisms, the emergence of “new” nation-states awakened

V. G. Tunian, Vostochnaia Armeniia v sostave Rossii, 1828-1853 gg. (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1989).
¥For one example, see D. I. Ismail-Zade, “Russian Settlements in the Transcaucasus from the 1830s to
the 1880s,” in Ethel Dunn and Stephen Dunn, eds., The Molokan Heritage Collection, vol. 1 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1983).

*D. I. Ismail-Zade, Naselenie gorodov Zakavkazskogo kraia v XIX-nachale XX v. Istoriko-
demograficheskii analiz (Moscow: Nauka, 1991).

3B, T. Ovanesov, N. D. Sudavtsov, Voenno-administrativnaia deiatel 'nost’ armian v rossiiskoi imperii
na kavkaze (Stavropol: Nairi, 2008).
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historians” attention to the multiethnic composition of the Russian and Soviet empires.’> Andreas
Kappeler spurred the shift in imperial narratives from a metropole-centered, Orthodox tsarist
state to a polyethnic and polyconfessional empire with multiple poles of power.” Kappeler
prodded historians to consider the experiences of the diverse non-Russian subjects of the tsarist
empire. His research traced the situational and fluid methods of Russian expansionism, from the
acquiesced incorporation of Armenians and Georgians, to the military conquest of the North
Caucasus, and the selective co-optation of elites in Central Asia.

Ronald G. Suny spearheaded the post-Soviet study of Russian imperial policies on the
periphery with case studies, published in 1993 and 1994, of Armenians and Georgians (Looking
Toward Ararat and The Making of the Georgian Nation).>* He accented the Russian influence on
the trajectory of Armenian and Georgian cultural and political thought, as well as their reciprocal
effect on the metropole. He found that both nations accepted Russian absorption to escape
Persian and Ottoman rule, and subsequently assimilated into the Russian bureaucracy and
society, rising to prominent positions in military, cultural, academic, and economic spheres.
Suny has focused particularly on the responses of Caucasian social classes to Russian
imperialism, underscoring the distinct combinations of advantages and disadvantages
experienced by various social groups. Suny’s work has been groundbreaking in many ways,

providing some of the first surveys of Georgian and Armenian history since David Lang’s

*Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Creation of the Soviet Union
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005), and Terry Martin, Affirmative Action Empire:Nations and
Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001).

3 Andreas Kappeler, The Russian Empire: A Multiethnic History (New York: Routledge, 1992).
**Ronald G. Suny, Looking Toward Ararat: Armenia in Modern History (Bloomington: Indiana

University Press, 1993), and Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1994).

14



publications in the mid-twentieth century. Yet Looking Toward Ararat and The Making of the
Georgian Nation were written during the turmoil of the Soviet collapse, limiting Suny’s
fieldwork in relevant archives.

Over the past fifteen years, American scholars have taken advantage of unfettered
archival access to publish case studies of the Russian experience in the Caucasus, limiting their
topics in chronology or thematic scope to produce detailed accounts. Austin Jersild studied the
North Caucasus highlanders (gortsy) and their Georgian neighbors to the south.’® Relying on
Edward Said’s Orientalism, Jersild argued that the imperial project in the Caucasus required the
“othering” of the locals in the Russian imperial imagination. Not only did Jersild demonstrate
how the state legitimized its imperial project (and itself) through the creation of “us” and “them”
discursive categories, but he also argued that Georgia represented a “closer” center/periphery
relationship than that between the North Caucasus and St. Petersburg. Nicholas Breyfogle
followed up Jersild’s study by illustrating the colonization of the South Caucasus by Russian
non-Orthodox dissenters.’® Heretics and Colonizers emphasized the evolution of imperial
methods: while St. Petersburg was quick to expel the sectarians into the Caucasus to stave off
their influence within Russia, the government took advantage of the dissidents’ unexpected
success in the region and employed them to disseminate Russian cultural and political clout.

The research of Richard Hovannisian, professor emeritus of Armenian history at UCLA,
has done much to introduce Anglophone audiences to broad surveys of Armenian history. In

addition to work on the Armenian Genocide, Hovannisian has written or edited multivolume

3 Austin Jersild, Orientalism and Empire: North Caucasus Mountain People and the Georgian Frontier,
1845-1917 (Montreal and London: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002).

**Nicholas Breyfogle, Heretics and Colonizers: Forging Russia’s Empire in the South Caucasus (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2005).

15



metahistories of Armenians.’” These syntheses have focused on the Armenian response to
external political and cultural influences, highlighting the evolution of Western Armenian
national identities. A protégé of Hovannisian’s, George Bournoutian, has complemented his
mentor’s scholarship by producing several case studies of Eastern Armenian history. One of his
most influential works remains his revised doctoral dissertation, Eastern Armenia in the Last
Decades of Persian Rule, which argued that Persian rule in Yerevan in the early nineteenth
century was not as oppressive as often assumed.’® Most recently, broad syntheses by Charles
King and Thomas de Waal have provided surveys of Caucasian history.*® Although these works
utilize little archival material and treat the various national groups of the Caucasus in unison,
they provide valuable introductions to Anglophone public audiences.

Methodology and Sources

Historian Robert Geraci has rightly lamented that “in the many works published on the
imperial dimension of Russian history during the past decade, it is often the mechanical or ‘nuts
and bolts’ aspects of the empire’s administration that are least discussed.”*” In recognizing this
neglect, this dissertation marshals archival sources to examine closely several key themes that
shaped Russia’s approach toward Armenia, such as religion, economics, and state policy. This is

a one-sided story of tsarist methods of rule, with the vast majority of sources Russian. I

"The Republic of Armenia, 4 vols. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971-96); The Armenian
Holocaust (Cambridge, MA: Armenian Heritage Press, 1980); ed., The Armenian People from Ancient to
Modern Times, 2 vols. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997); ed., Remembrance and Denial: The Case of
the Armenian Genocide (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1998).

*George A. Bournoutian, Eastern Armenia in the Last Decades of Persian Rule, 1807-1828 (Malibu, CA:
Undena Publications, 1982).

¥Charles King, The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the Caucasus (New York: Oxford University Press,
2008); Thomas de Waal, The Caucasus: An Introduction (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 2010).

“Robert Geraci, “On ‘Colonial’ Forms and Functions,” in Slavic Review 69, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 180.

16



conducted fieldwork in St. Petersburg and Moscow, Russia; Yerevan, Armenia; and Washington,
D.C. To analyze “matters of practical functionality” and the way tsarist officialdom perceived
and engaged with Armenians, I use state and regional correspondence, bureaucratic reports,
decrees, petitions, popular newspapers, and other sources.

In St. Petersburg, I worked in the Russian State Historical Archive (RGIA), and two
branches of the Russian National Library. RGIA contains the records of the Lazarev family (f.
880), the Caucasus Committee (f. 1268), the Interior Ministry Department of Foreign Faiths (f.
821), and other relevant collections. The Lazarev files illustrate the extent of that family’s efforts
to promote Armenian interests within tsarist society. From establishing churches and academies
to petitioning government officials and mediating between the Armenian Church and the tsarist
state, the Lazarevs played a crucial role in Russo-Armenian ties in the nineteenth century. The
files of the Caucasus Committee reveal the parallel interests between the Russian state and the
Armenian Church during the nadir in Russo-Armenian relations in the late nineteenth century,
when state officials closed Armenian parish schools and imprisoned clergy. Despite such
obstacles, the two sides continued to cooperate to stave off the encroachment of Catholic and
Protestant missionaries in eastern Anatolia and the South Caucasus. The records of the Caucasus
Committee also shed light on the evolution of Armenians’ economic position in several southern
Russian cities. From negotiating their tax obligations to petitioning for the renewal of exclusive
economic privileges, Russian Armenians sought permanent economic rights within Russian
society. Senior tsarist officials debated and often disagreed, as Tsar Alexander I phrased it in

1825, “whether it is fair to grant immigrants efernal advantages over native Russians.”"!

*'Russian State Historical Archive (RGIA), f. 1152, op. 1, d. 77, L. 380b. Emphasis in the original.
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In St. Petersburg’s Russian National Library, I used the three-volume Sobranie aktov,
otnosiashchikhsia k obozreniiu armianskogo naroda (Collection of Documents Pertaining to the
Review of the Armenian People) to explore early Armenian immigration and settlement in such
Russian cities as Moscow, Astrakhan, and Rostov. These communities became important hubs of
Armenian life in Russian space, eliciting different responses from regional and state authorities.
Additionally, the diary of Mikhail Vorontsov, the Caucasus viceroy at mid-century, provides a
more detailed view of the local Russian administration than official documents from the
archives. The newspaper department of the Russian National Library contains important St.
Petersburg dailies, such as the newspaper Golos (The Voice), which in the late 1870s published
recurring front-page articles in support of Ottoman Armenians. I use Golos to illustrate the non-
official, liberal Russian perspective upon the Eastern Question and popular Russian views of the
transimperial Armenian diaspora.

In Moscow, I worked in the State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF), the
Russian State Military History Archive (RGVIA), the Central Historical Archive of Moscow
(TsIAM), and the Russian State Library. GARF houses the records of the Third Section of His
Imperial Majesty's Own Chancellery, the secret imperial police active from 1826 through 1880
(f. 109), and the files of its successor, the Department of Police of the Interior Ministry, or
Okhranka (f. 102). These collections provide an intimate view of the state’s pursuit of Armenian
nationalists, and also demonstrated the mechanisms of imperial nationalities policy. Letters and
investigative reports elucidate not only Russian officials’ response to the real and imagined
threat of Armenian nationalism, but also the diversity—in terms of social and class composition,

as well as divergent aims—of the Armenian groups.
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RGVIA contains the records for the two Russo-Persian wars of the early nineteenth
century. During the first war in 1804-13, Armenians, then Persian subjects, sympathized with
Russian expansion, seeing in their northern Christian neighbor a defender against Persian
excesses (f. 475). I retrieved multiple reports, orders, and correspondence pertaining to Russian
Generals Tsitsianov, Ermolov, and Paskevich, who relied on Armenians in their conquest of
Persian territories. During the second Russo-Persian war, in 1826-28, when Russia finally
wrested Armenian-populated Yerevan khanate from Persia, Armenians played a prominent role
in the Russian war effort, volunteering for military service and providing intelligence (f. 476).
This depository also houses the records for the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78, as well as files
for the Russian administration of Kars province (f. 485 and f. 15322).

TsIAM houses documents pertaining to the Lazarev Institute of Oriental Languages in
Moscow (f. 213). Established in 1815 as the Lazarev Armenian Academy by Russian statesmen
and entrepreneurs of Armenian heritage, this institution became an important center of Eastern
language and culture training in imperial Russia. The institute trained many Russian specialists
of Orientology (vostokovedenie) and related languages, including Armenian.

The Russian State Library in Moscow and the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.
hold the twelve-volume Akty, sobrannye Kavkazskoiu Arkheograficheskoiu Kommissieiu
(Documents Collected by the Caucasus Archeographical Commission). This rare published
collection of primary sources contains thousands of official correspondence, royal decrees,
orders, and petitions, regarding the Russian administration of its Caucasus territories. An
academic-bureaucratic entity, the Caucasus Archeographical Commission assembled the records
of the local administration and studied Russian-native interactions, facilitating a closer

understanding of the relationships characterizing St. Petersburg’s project in the Caucasus.
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In Yerevan, the National Archive of Armenia (NAA) contains the files of the Russian
administration: Armianskaia oblast’ (f. 90) and Yerevan guberniia (f. 94). These records
illustrate Russian efforts to relocate Armenians from the Ottoman empire and Persia into the
newly annexed territories of the South Caucasus. Although some of this material is at RGVIA,
NAA holds detailed files pertaining to the resettlement of Armenian refugees after the Russo-
Ottoman War of 1877-78. Some of the statistical data at NAA is more detailed than the records
from Moscow and Petersburg, and is especially useful for illustrating tsarist policies vis-a-vis
Armenian immigrants and local Muslims, shedding light on the political and economic
incentives for such large-scale population transfers.

Chapter Overview

Claiming the Caucasus comprises five chronologically arranged chapters. I begin my
narrative in 1801, when Russia entered the interimperial politics of the South Caucasus by
annexing from Persia the Georgian kingdom of Kartli-Kakhetia. The dissertation concludes with
the death of Tsar Alexander III in 1894, by which date Russian officials had made the crucial
decision to resist the immigration of Ottoman Armenians into tsarist territory, the policy that
dominated until the Bolshevik Revolution.

In chapter 1, I advance several interrelated points. First, I argue that mutual distrust
hindered early Russo-Georgian and Armeno-Georgian ties. Second, this chapter illustrates the
systematic Armenian cooperation with Russian imperial aims during and after the Russo-Persian
war. Third, this chapter examines the tsarist state’s approach toward the Armenian Church and
its head, the Catholicos. Although the government prioritized the election of a pro-Russian
Catholicos, it sought to merge its political interests with Armenian desires. Indeed, this chapter

shows that Russians needed Armenians as much as Armenians needed Russians.
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In chapter 2, I demonstrate how and why the Russian state recruited and distrusted
Armenians from abroad, and also promoted and restrained their commerce in southern Russia,
illustrating the evolution of a multifaceted project that resists traditional labels of “colonial
expansion” or “economic exploitation.” I contrast the Armenian resettlement into Russia with the
acrimony resulting from Armenians’ growing economic position in imperial society.

In the third chapter, I focus on the religious and economic aspects of Russo-Armenian
ties under Tsar Nicholas I (1825-55). This chapter examines how, and why, the state codified the
rights and activities of the Armenian Church in 1836 and argues that in considering Armenian
legal status in Russia, the government often prioritized geopolitical aims beyond Russia’s
frontiers, eager to utilize the diaspora for its political goals. Officials struggled to reconcile the
demands of a well-regulated country with the special circumstances of such imperial minorities
as Armenians.

In chapter 4, I consider Russo-Armenian relations within the broader context of the
Eastern Question. This chapter demonstrates how Armenians were key to tsarist foreign policy in
the East in general and to the Eastern Question in particular. Because St. Petersburg ruled over
only a portion of the Armenian diaspora, a large proportion of which resided in the Ottoman
empire, it had to contend with a unique set of political circumstances.

The final chapter examines the rise of a diverse Armenian nationalist movement in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century. It also assesses the political responses of Russian officials
in St. Petersburg and in the Caucasus to the illicit raids of Eastern Armenians into Anatolia.
More broadly, this analysis illuminates the tensions between the integrating forces of ecumenical
solidarity and the alienating forces of nationalist discord, which defined Russo-Armenian

interactions for much of the nineteenth century.
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Terms and Dates

Owing to the historical distribution of Armenians across Eurasia, distinguishing them
according to their political affiliations results in multiple labels. To denote Armenian subjects of
the Russian tsar, I use “tsarist Armenians,” “Russian Armenians,” and “Eastern Armenians.”
Those outside Russia are described either as “foreign Armenians,” or according to their imperial
overlord, such as “Ottoman” or “Western Armenians,” and “Persian Armenians.” I opt for the
neutral “South Caucasus” rather than the Russian-inspired “Transcaucasus” (Zakavkaz ’e). Unless
otherwise noted, I use “Patriarch” and “Catholicos” interchangeably to refer to the leader of the
Armenian Church based in Echmiadzin. To avoid confusion, I use the modern “Yerevan” for the

299

capital of Eastern Armenia, rather than the “Erivan’” [OpuBans]| of pre-1936 Russian sources.
All dates are given according to the Julian calendar used in imperial Russia. Russian and

Armenian words are transliterated according to the modified Library of Congress system.
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Figure 1. Monument to Russian-Armenian Friendship in Yerevan.
Photo property of the author.
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CHAPTER 1: THE EMBRACE OF AN EMPIRE, 1801-1814

“Better to have allies interested in an alliance than unreliable subjects.”
-Tsar Paul, 1801
“From ancient times the Armenian nation has awaited liberation from the yoke of its
merciless rulers. At last the coveted hour has arrived under the scepter of the august northern
monarch.”
-Armenians of Baku, 1809
In the early nineteenth century, the expanding Russian empire searched for non-Russian
allies. In the first fourteen years of that century, Tsar Alexander I (1801-25) annexed the
Georgian kingdom of Kartli Kakhetia, defeated the shah in the First Russo-Persian War (1804-
13), and incorporated new Armenian subjects into his realm. This chapter tracks these
developments to advance three aims. First, I argue that mutual distrust hindered early Russo-
Georgian and Armeno-Georgian ties. This strife manifested especially among Georgian elites,
including members of the dethroned royal family, and the increasingly powerless Georgian
nobles. Second, this chapter illustrates the systematic Armenian cooperation with Russian
imperial goals during and after the Russo-Persian war. Armenians served not only as tsarist
spies, messengers, and negotiators, but also became the frontiersmen of Russian expansion into
the region, settling newly conquered territories. Third, this chapter examines the tsarist state’s
approach toward the Armenian Church and its head, the patriarch or Catholicos, the
ecclesiastical and often political leader of the stateless Armenians. Although the government

prioritized the election of a pro-Russian Catholicos, it sought to merge its political interests with
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Armenian desires. Indeed, this chapter shows that Russians needed Armenians as much as
Armenians needed Russians. Driven by ecumenical solidarity, Armenian peasants, clergymen,
and nobles defected from the shah’s khanates to the tsar’s provinces in search of security and
prosperity, while Russian generals and administrators recruited Armenian spies, settlers, and
translators to advance tsarist political objectives.

Tsarist authorities chose Armenians as their key diplomatic and military ally because of
their diasporic distribution along not only social and economic lines but also across imperial
borders. While Georgians possessed a large aristocracy with sizable resources at its disposal,
Russian statesmen sought to capitalize on Armenian commercial and religious networks that
penetrated countries and societies inaccessible to Russian agents. Indeed, Russia’s borders with
Persia and Turkey, effectively impenetrable to Russian and even Georgian elements, remained
porous to Armenian merchants and priests. Beyond the Caucasus, too, the potential political
advantages of the Armenian diaspora informed Russian foreign policy.

Russia’s methods in annexing the South Caucasus blended the settler colonialism of an
external intruder with the indirect rule of an indigenously administered dependent. More
specifically, as this chapter demonstrates, Armenians at once colonized and were colonized in the
South Caucasus during the first two decades of the tsarist absorption of the region. Armenians
blurred the traditional colonizer/colonized binary by becoming both the agents and the subjects
of imperial expansion. They joined the Russian bureaucracy and army, attended elite institutions
in St. Petersburg and commanded (Russian) troops in the Caucasus. At the same time, scores of
new Armenian refugees and immigrants from Persian khanates, such as Yerevan, gravitated
toward life in the tsar’s dominion, not only settling recently annexed territories but also fighting

alongside tsarist forces and supplying them with intelligence.
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In their initial forays into the politics of the South Caucasus, tsarist imperial agents
defined Armenians as ethnically distinct “Orientals.” Armenians’ brand of Christianity may have
been a close dogmatic cousin of their new overlords’ religion and a co-member of Orthodox
Christianity,* but that did not keep it from being lumped together with Islam and Judaism as a
“foreign confession” (innostrannoe ispovedanie).” Russian statesmen concurrently delineated
culturally between the Great Russian nation and Armenians, and distinguished politically
between Armenians and the ostensibly less reliable Georgians and other regional natives.

Thus Armenians resisted the traditional characteristics of assigned otherness by
challenging Russian officials to redefine and maintain their difference. To be sure, St.
Petersburg’s incorporation of the South Caucasus in the early nineteenth century produced a
space of increasingly unclear divisions. Many prominent tsarist officials tasked with expanding
and securing new frontiers were non-Russians, reflecting both Alexander I’s cosmopolitanism
and the realities of empire-building. Such generals and administrators as the Baltic German Karl
Heinrich Knorring, the Italian Philip Paulucci, the Georgian Pavel Tsitsianov (Tsitsishvili), and
the Armenian Ivan Petrovich Lazarev (Lazarian) are but the most famous examples. Their
superiors in the imperial metropole, too, included powerful non-Russian officials, such as
Minister of Foreign Affairs Karl Nesselrode, a Baltic German. Thus to speak of “Russian

imperialism” in “Eastern Armenia” in the early nineteenth century is to speak of a complex

#Orthodox Christianity is divided into two branches: the Eastern Orthodox Church (which includes
Russia), and the Oriental Orthodox Church (which includes Armenia).

“For a recent analysis of Russia’s heterodox subjects and their political role in the Russian empire, see

Paul Werth, The Tsar’s Foreign Faiths: Toleration and the Fate of Religious Freedom in Imperial Russia
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).
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dialogue that involved not only some tsarist imperialists who were not Russians at all, but also
imperial agents and subjects who often belonged to the same ethnic and national group.

Early Armeno-Georgian and Russo-Georgian Strife

To understand Russo-Armenian ties in the early nineteenth century, an analysis of
contemporaneous South Caucasian political and social developments is necessary. Because of
Georgians’ numerical and political importance in the region, we must examine Armeno-
Georgian and Russo-Georgian relations during and after St. Petersburg’s annexation of the
Georgian kingdom of Kartli Kakhetia in 1801. While it is tempting to see Georgia as a precursor
to the Armenian case, significant contrasts marked their respective encounters with the tsarist
state. True, both of these Christian nations sought Russian refuge from imminent Persian and
Ottoman threats. However, Georgian elites objected to the methods of tsarist annexation and
hesitated to accept their new imperial overlord. Additionally, Armeno-Georgian social and
cultural strife not only estranged these neighbors but also informed Russian understandings of
the two nations. Armenians and Georgians, the two largest and most prominent representatives
of Christianity in the Caucasus, shared deep cultural ties since the premodern era yet tensions
between the two nations defined the nineteenth century and continue to influence contemporary
regional politics. “To the outsider,” Thomas de Waal has observed, “one of the mysteries of the
Caucasus is why the relationship between Armenians and the Georgians, two old Christian
nations, is frequently fraught and suspicious.”**

The roots of this discord reach into antiquity. Georgian King Mirian III adopted
Christianity around 330, just a few decades after his Armenian counterpart’s conversion in 301.

Their faith became a sacrosanct cornerstone of Georgian and Armenian national identities, linked

“Thomas de Waal, The Caucasus: An Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 21.
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by their perennial tensions with neighboring Muslims. But, as early as the fifth century, the two
national churches chose separate paths. Because of doctrinal disagreements over the Council of
Chalcedon in 451, the Georgian Orthodox Church looked toward Byzantium and Eastern
Orthodoxy, while the Armenian Apostolic Church aligned itself with the Oriental Orthodox
branch of Christianity. Consequently, as De Waal notes, “the Armenian and Georgian churches
traded anathemas, and the Armenian catholicos forbade Armenians to communicate with, eat
with, pray with, or marry Georgians.”*’

In the modern era, social and economic factors divided Armenians and Georgians more
than theology. From the late Middle Ages and well into the nineteenth century, Armenians,
Muslims, and other foreigners outnumbered Georgians in Georgian towns.*® Fleeing Seljuk
advances and the Byzantine conquest of Ani, the short-lived Armenian city-state (961-1045) in
1045, Armenian nobles and their peasants found asylum in Georgian towns, especially Tiflis.
Georgian kings ascribed to them the role of urban traders, a vocation in which Armenians soon
excelled, engaging in regional and long-distance trade. By the turn of the nineteenth century,
outsiders and locals alike concurred that among the Georgian capital’s population, “the group
that truly stood out in the economic and administrative life of the city was the Armenians.”"’

This reputation of Armenians as the merchants of the Caucasus endured for the rest of the

century. By contrast, as historian Ronald G. Suny has observed, Georgians relied on an agrarian

“De Waal, The Caucasus, 21.

*Ronald G. Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, second
edition, 1994), 38.

*Charles King, The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the Caucasus (New York: Oxford University Press,
2010), 147.
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economy in the countryside that sought to satisfy local needs without producing surplus for
resale and trade.*®

Lopsided national proportions of the Tiflis population contributed to Armeno-Georgian
tensions. By some estimates, the Armenian domination of Tiflis amounted to three-fourths of the

city’s population when Russia annexed Kartli Kakhetia in 1801.*

Armenians reigned over the
city’s bazaars and moneylending sector, accruing not only financial gain but also the attendant
social and political leverage. Some of the first tsarist officials to arrive in Tiflis reported to St.
Petersburg that “the Armenians control most of the trade here.”® A decade later, one of the
tsarist commanders of the Caucasus remarked that in Tiflis “the merchantry is comprised almost
exclusively of Armenians.”' Georgian nobles and peasants, more at ease with the seigniorial
economy of the early modern era than the mercantile practices of urban retailers, disdained the
Armenians who dominated the Georgian capital and other towns. One indignant Georgian noble,
Prince lese Baratashvili, derided Armenians for their lack of aristocratic pedigree and for their
diasporic distribution, “Where do Armenians possess nobility? They have been dispersed by
God! Is it in Man’s power to reunite them?”>>

Visitors to Georgia from Russia and the west often noted the ostensibly “indolent” work

ethic of Georgians, although such observations often tell us more about the authors than their

®Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, 77.
“King, The Ghost of Freedom, 147-148.

**Quoted in Ronald G. Suny, Looking Toward Ararat: Armenia in Modern History (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1993), 37.

*'Philip Paulucci, quoted in D. 1. Ismail-Zade, Naselenie gorodov Zakavkazskogo kraia v XIX-nachale XX
v. Istoriko-demograficheskii analiz (Moscow: Nauka, 1993), 130.

*2Quoted in Suny, Looking Toward Ararat, 38.
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subjects. To be sure, as Suny has stressed, “consistently distressed by the Georgians’ attitude
toward work, economy, and self-employment, noble officers from the north or travelers from the

»>3 English writer and

West found their explanations in racial, climatic, or educational factors.
diplomat Robert Ker Porter, for example, upon visiting Tiflis in 1817, remarked that “the
Armenians set a stimulating example of the ways and means of industry, and show many
persuasive advantages, resulting from their extensive exercise,” a trend that he hoped would
“inspire” Georgians.”* Moreover, arriving Russian agents expressed surprise at the degree to
which Georgian elites had retreated from the economic and social life of Tiflis, Gori and other
cities, apparently contented with age-old arrangements of enserfed labor and wanting little to do
with trade and industry. Thus the image of Georgians as economically backward and socially
isolated began to solidify in the political imagination of early Russian imperial agents.

Yet aristocratic Russian officers often found more in common with the Georgian
noblemen of the countryside than the Armenian merchants of the towns. Based on “shared values
of military bravery, chivalry, and a love of grace and largess,” tsarist elites welcomed the few
Georgian nobles who joined the Russian service.””> However, at the same time as Russian
administrators faulted Armenians for what they perceived as avarice, their eagerness to animate
regional commerce necessitated the Russian reliance on the Armenian bourgeoisie and its

commercial networks. Armenians, therefore, gradually earned the reputation of “diligent”

natives, juxtaposed by Russian observers against their supposedly less-ambitious Georgian

>Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, 77.

**Robert Ker Porter, Travels in Georgia, Persia, Armenia, Ancient Babylonia (London: Longman, Hurst,
Rees, Orme, and Brown, 1821), 133.

>Suny, Looking Toward Ararat, 38.
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neighbors. Consequently, it is hardly surprising that tsarist officials, despite residual distrust of
Armenian entrepreneurship, looked to Armenians as their more capable indigenous ally in the
Caucasus.

Economic competition and social strife defined Armeno-Georgian relations at the turn of
the nineteenth century. Georgians were not only in the minority in Tiflis, but also felt
increasingly marginalized in the city’s commercial culture. The combination of theological,
national, economic, and social differences between Armenians and Georgians fueled a
“smoldering hostility” between the two groups and also precipitated distinct Russian
understandings of those two nations and their roles in the tsarist expansion into the South
Caucasus. Russia’s seizure of Tiflis in 1801 exacerbated old tensions and created new ones.

The tsarist annexation of the Georgian kingdom of Kartli Kakhetia does not need
retelling.”® What is important for our purposes is an overview of the Russo-Georgian discord
caused by the manner of the Russian incorporation of Georgia. Although between 1795 and 1801
Persia redoubled its efforts to bring Kartli Kakhetia to heel and to reestablish a vassal state
relationship, no more attacks followed after 1795, and King Erekle II remained on the throne
until his death in 1798. Despite the fact that in 1795, during the Persian assault of Tiflis, the 1783
agreement with the Russian empire had proved tragically insufficient against Persian aggression,
Georgian elites sought deeper ties to their northern neighbor. In September 1799, Erekle’s
successor, Giorgii XII (1798-1800), personally petitioned Tsar Paul I (1796-1801) for the Kartli

Kakheti kingdom to become part of the tsarist empire “on the same footing as the other provinces

*For some overviews, see Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, especially 63-64. Also King, The
Ghost of Freedom; and de Waal, The Caucasus: An Introduction.
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of Russia.”’ Giorgii likely understood this as legal protection of his territory’s status within
Russia concurrent with the continuation of his reign over Georgia. In return for fusing his nation
to Russia, Giorgii asked that the Bagrationi family remain on the Georgian throne and that the
Georgian nobility be absorbed into the Russian system of ranks.

Even before Giorgii’s petition, Paul looked to project his empire’s authority into Kartli
Kahetia. In April 1799, a special “minister” in Georgia was chosen, State Councilor Petr
Kovalenskii. Citing the 1783 Treaty of Georgievsk as legal precedent, Paul dispatched this envoy
to the Georgian court to represent Russia’s interests, protect economic links, and to gather
intelligence.’® A specific objective, however, concerns us here.

In a development that would soon become state policy, the tsarist government tasked
Kovalenskii with enabling the arrival of Armenians from abroad in the South Caucasus. The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (hereafter MID) instructed him to facilitate the resettlement of
several Armenian communities, per their wishes, from such nearby Persian khanates as Karabakh
into Kartli Kakhetia.”” Kovalenskii was to secure favorable land grants from King Giorgii for the
use of these hereditary Armenian nobles, or meliks, and their communities. Tsar Paul, who
wished to see “this new Christian community in Georgia prosper as much as possible,” was
convinced that the influx of Persian Armenians would only benefit the Georgian kingdom. He
impressed on Kovalenskii the importance of securing from Giorgii land grants for Armenians

“on as favorable terms as possible,” and emphasized that these new Armenian communities

’Quoted in King, The Ghost of Freedom, 28.

* Akty, sobrannye Kavkazskoiu Arkheograficheskoiu Kommissieiu (hereafter AKAK) (Tiflis: Glavnoe
upravlenie namestnika kavkazskogo, 1866, vol. I), 93-96.

% AKAK, vol. 1 (1866), 94-95 and 635-36.
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should “not be a kind of vassals” of the Georgian king, although they were expected to pay
“moderate” tribute and do their share to protect the region from external attack. “In any case,”
concluded the MID’s instructions to Kovalenskii, “you will have no trouble in making the
Georgian tsar understand how beneficial for him can be the settlement of various Christian
communities in those areas, where [they can] counteract the activity of Muslims, so harmful and
ruinous to Christian peoples.”®

Tsar Paul drove home the point himself by asking the Georgian king in June 1799 to
“grant the requested land for them, give them the freedom and privileges proper for guests, and
maintain all of the rights and advantages over their Armenian subjects [i.e., peasants] that they
enjoyed in their former homelands, never depriving them of this rightful authority, as long as

they stay loyal and diligent.”®!

Giorgii acquiesced, presenting to one of the Armenian meliks,
Dzhimshid Shakhnazarov, the stately Lori fortress and the territory surrounding it, with control
over the area’s non-Armenian peasants.

King Giorgii had every reason to accept Kovalensii’s arrival in hopes that a repeat of the
1795 attack would be impossible with St. Petersburg’s new attention toward his kingdom.** But
the tsarist diplomat’s presence alone was insufficient guarantee of security for Giorgii, who

continued to lobby for Russian troops to be stationed in his kingdom as a redoubt against Persian

invasion. Anticipation of an impending Persian attack grew in 1800, as repetitive reports of

4KAK, vol.1(1866), 95.
%' 4KAK, vol. 1 (1866), 636.

% Indeed, Giorgii initially embraced Kovalenskii’s appointment to Tiflis. The Russian envoy sent a
gushing report a few months after his arrival, also boasting of his influence over the Georgian monarch: “I
cannot praise enough the welcome, affection, and zeal that [King Giorgii] has demonstrated to me and our
people; his sincere loyalty to us is evident in all his actions. He has come to love me as a son and a friend,
accepting all my suggestions as holy.” See AKAK, vol. I (1866), 99.
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gathering Persian forces inundated Georgian and Russian officials.” Yet the tsarist empire’s
newfound dedication to Georgia’s security vis-a-vis Persia had to be balanced with a desire to
expand economic ties between the two empires.

In late 1799 Tsar Paul consented to Giorgii’s requests for military protection, dispatching
two small forces. General Karl Heinrich Knorring, a Baltic German, led the first group, while
General Ivan Petrovich Lazarev, an ethnic Armenian born in Russia, marched another contingent
of soldiers into Tiflis. But the Georgian king grew increasingly frustrated by what he saw as
Russia’s inadequate military assistance, imploring Knorring to double the size of the Russian
contingent from 3,000 to 6,000 men.* Indeed, the Persian threat to Kartli Kakhetia had risen to
new levels in the summer of 1800. In July, Abbas-Mirza, son of Shah Baba Khan, encamped his
army at Yerevan, a short distance from the Georgian capital. Abbas Mirza demanded that Giorgii
send his eldest son to Tehran as a sign of his continued loyalty.®> As the first year of the
nineteenth century drew to a close, these tensions in the Russo-Georgian encounter swelled.

Giorgii was not alone in his growing frustration with the kingdom’s geopolitical
situation. Questions of royal succession began to crescendo as it became clear that Giorgii
intended to fuse the kingdom to Russia. The fleeing of Giorgii’s half-brother, Alexander, from
Kartli Kakhetia evinced this anxiety. Alexander had long opposed Giorgii’s orientation toward
Russia’s orbit and found an eager welcome from neighboring khans. Alexander represented a
simmering Georgian elite that grew wary of Giorgii’s policies, fearing the loss of its authority

and wealth. His protracted anti-Russian rebellion, stretching over a decade and backed not only

$Russian State Military Historical Archive (hereafter RGVIA), f. 482, op. 1, d. 6, L. 2.
Y AKAK, vol. 1 (1866), 144-47.
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by some Persian khans but also by various North Caucasian tribes, would drive a wedge between
Russo-Georgian ties of the early nineteenth century. Alexander’s first strike came in November
1800, when he and Omar Khan, the ruler of Dagestani Avars, launched a unified attack. A joint
Russian-Georgian army that enjoyed the advantage of artillery, however, repelled the assault.*
Alexander’s abortive attempt to expel Russians from Kartli Kakhetia not only failed, but
also directly precipitated the final act of the tsarist empire’s annexation of Georgia. Just eight
days after the battle, on 15 November 1800, Tsar Paul informed General Knorring that King
Gigorii, “seeing his kingdom threatened by external foes as much as, and perhaps more, by the
growing internecine war within his own family over succession to the throne, has ordered his
embassy to declare to me his wish to see Georgian lands in our direct subjecthood
[poddanstvo].”®” Paul was not exaggerating. Under Giorgii’s orders, the Georgian legation in St.
Petersburg had declared to the Russian court: “King Giorgii of Georgia, . . . dignitaries, the
clergy, and the people, unanimously wish to enter forever into the subjecthood of the Russian
empire, solemnly pledging to carry out all that, which Russian subjects carry out, without

%% In January 1801, a month after the Georgian monarch’s

avoiding any laws or commands.
death, and just two months before his own murder at the hands of palace conspirators, the tsar
signed a decree establishing Georgia as part of the Romanov empire.

Paul’s successor, Alexander I, confirmed his father’s last foreign policy decision, but

chose to dethrone the Georgian royal family, contradicting the agreement his father had reached

with the Bagrationi family. Despite the outcry of Georgian nobles, Alexander claimed the

% 4KAK, vol. 1 (1866), 168.
AKAK, vol. 1 (1866), 177-78.
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decision was not calculated to “increase my powers, secure profit, nor enlarge the boundaries of
an already vast empire,” bur rather was intended to “establish in Georgia a government that can
maintain justice, ensure the security of persons and of property, and give to everyone the
protection of law.”® Suny has argued that Alexander “decided that Russia’s interests and

0
957 Few

Georgia’s future could best be guaranteed by outright incorporation into the empire.
sources survive to illustrate more precise reasoning for Alexander’s reversal of his father’s
agreement, but imperial events in a different corner of the world may shed light here.

The Russian autocracy closely watched Napoleon’s invasion of Ottoman-administered
Egypt in 1798, hostile to both empires’ expansionist ambitions.”' With the tide of war having
turned decidedly to the Ottoman side by early 1801, Russia saw a renewed threat from the
sultan’s empire. It is fair to interpret Alexander’s decision regarding Georgia, made almost
concurrently with the French defeat in Egypt, as calculated to secure Russia’s borders with the
Sublime Porte. The Bagrationi dynasty, weakened as it was by internal havoc as well as
neighboring gortsy, khans, and the shah, was likely to become a liability in the event of a new
Russo-Ottoman showdown. With the Georgian royal family forcefully removed to Russia, the

ancient Bagrationi lineage—for centuries the steadfast political representative of the Georgian

nation—ceased to exist as a political entity.

YAKAK, vol. 1 (1866), 433.

"Ronald G. Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994),
59. Suny does not explain Alexander’s decision beyond this statement.

"'See Juan Cole, Napoleon’s Egypt: Invading the Middle East (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).
French imperialism was of such concern to Paul that in 1798 he formed a shaky alliance with the Porte
against Napoleon.
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Capitalizing on his gains and emboldened by Persian inaction, the young tsar set his
sights on further expansion, instructing his ministers in March 1802 that all territory north of the
Kura and Arax rivers must be conquered.”” Responding to complaints about Knorring and
unsatisfied with the general’s “weak” command of the Georgian situation, Alexander removed
him from command in the fall of 1802.” Perhaps seeking to smooth the tumultuous relationship
with Georgian elites who continued to resist the unilateral annexation of their kingdom,
Alexander appointed General Pavel Tsitsianov as High Commissioner (glavnoupravliaiushchii)
of Georgia.”* A Russian-educated Georgian with an impressive military record, the general took
up the tsar’s task with alacrity. Although his tenure at the helm of the Caucasus administration
would last less than three and a half years—cut short by his death at the siege of Baku in 1806—
Tsitsianov’s influence on Russo-Georgian and broader Russo-Caucasian narratives cannot be
underestimated. Tsitsianov was Russia’s first Caucasus commander to be granted both military
and civilian jurisdiction, eventually taking over the responsibilities previously carried out by
Knorring and Kovalenskii, respectively. The reasons for such a promotion are important.

Knorring’s dismissal stemmed from the tsar’s general “dissatisfaction” with his
performance, but the practically unknown story of Kovalenskii’s demotion deserves attention for
the insight it provides into the gestation of early Russian knowledge about the South Caucasus

and its inhabitants.”> While the roots of the problem stemmed from the envoy’s personal

7By north of the Kura he probably referred to the still-unconquered North Caucasus, and by north of the
Arax he targeted Persian-held Eastern Armenia. See de Waal, The Caucasus, 39.

BAKAK, vol. 11 (1868), iii and 3.
"Some authors, such as King, 85, translate glavnoupravliaiushchii as “chief administrator.”

7 Alexander complained about Knorring’s excessive caution and indecision, although few sources survive
to illustrate this development in detail. See AKAK, vol. II (1868), 3.
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arrogance vis-a-vis his Russian colleagues and Georgian counterparts, the wider tensions he
caused in Russo-Georgian ties reverberated deeply. Essentially, Kovalenskii ignored the de
rigueur observances of diplomatic protocol, seemingly trivial actions that in practice produced
animosity between the Russian administration and the Georgian elite. From the beginning, he
displayed insufficient deference toward the Georgian king, failing to report to him immediately
upon arrival in Tiflis and repeatedly declined the king’s dinner invitations, citing ill health, but
sending in his stead low-ranking representatives. He also demanded that custom-built armchairs
be provided for his audience with the Georgian monarch, which he moved so close to the king
during their meeting that their feet touched, a gross breach of etiquette.’® In putting an end to
Kovalenskii’s debauchery, Tsitsianov scolded the bureaucrat that his downfall was “a
consequence of your insensitivity toward local nobles, whom you offended by your behavior and
thereby compelled to come to hate [our] administration to such a degree, that I have found a
terrible wavering of minds against the Russian administration.””’

If the Kovalenskii affair was grounded in individual haughtiness, more consequential
factors obstructed early Russo-Georgian ties. In one of the most salient manifestations of their
friction, General Lazarev was murdered in April 1803, not by a disgruntled Georgian prince,
noble, or an obscure sympathizer, but by Queen Mariam, the widow of Georgia’s last king.”®
When Tsitsianov ordered Lazarev to detain the queen and her children to prevent their imminent

fleeing of Tiflis, Mariam stabbed Lazarev with a dagger when he approached her. Before his

"*Throughout 1801 and 1802 secret reports reached St. Petersburg about Kovalenskii’s supercilious
behavior vis-a-vis the Georgians. See AKAK, vol. II (1868), 5-6.

TAKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 20.

"®David Lang, 4 Modern History of Soviet Georgia (New York: Grove Press, 1962), 46-47. See also
King, The Ghost of Freedom, 29.
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demise, Lazarev had characterized the entire Georgian court and nobility as “filled with intrigues

. . . .. 9
and internecine conflicts [mezhdusobiia]’”’

He found that not only external threats but also
internal “secret conspiracies of various prominent people” compromised Georgia’s security. The
Russian general’s reports to St. Petersburg illustrated Bagrationi family schemes and
summarized the discontent of the king’s sons, his stepmother, Dariia, and his wife, Mariam.
Beyond the family politics of the Georgian court, tsarist officials elucidated the rift
between their administration and the locals. Although Tsitsianov initiated several measures to
soothe relations with the Georgian nobility, his efforts remained informed by notions of Russian
cultural superiority. True, in his first year in command he opened doors to Georgian elites for
daily meetings, issued orders to local officials about the primacy of egalitarian “justice” in all
aspects of law enforcement, and even declared a two-month amnesty for all nobles who had fled
Tiflis with Prince Alexander and other rebellious Bagratids. Tsitsianov also supported the spread
of schools and education throughout the Caucasus, the expansion of trade, and the official
recognition of Islam.®® At the same time, Tsitsianov remained convinced that “nature, which
delegated Asiatic peoples to unlimited autocratic authority, has left an indelible mark here.
Against wildness and intransigence strong and determined measures are necessary.”' Georgian
nobles, for whom “the word ‘law’ has no meaning,” grumbled the tsarist general, sought every

opportunity to avoid obeying new laws and regulations, and treated Russian officials with

contempt if their familial background did not match Georgian notions of eminence and status.

PAKAK, vol. 1 (1866), 184.
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Tsitsianov, in essence, highlighted the early gulf between Russian officials and the Georgian
elite. “For them everything is new; for us everything is strange,” he quipped.®

Georgian nobles had tangible reasons for their discontent. New Russian laws had opened
doors for peasants to file complaints against their hereditary overlords. Many landowners were
incensed, according to a parting letter from Knorring to Tsitsianov, when provincial police and
newly established courts demanded that nobles account for their mistreatment of their serfs and
respond to accusations of physical abuse.* Moreover, argued Knorring, the removal from
political office of several aristocrats, who had achieved their positions through hereditary
prestige rather than merit, as well as a broader “reduction of the methods, through which the
nobles enriched themselves at the expense of the people, has given [another] reason for
discontent to those who place their individual wellbeing ahead of that of the community.”**
Despite his engagement with Georgian elites, Tsitsianov’s actions unnerved them as much as
Knorring’s policies had, especially after Tsitsianov confiscated all estates and properties
belonging to nobles who had fled Kartli Kakhetia after the annexation.*

Finally, ordinary Georgians voiced their own grievances. “Many” Georgians protested to
General Lazarev that locally stationed Russian troops “interfere in the internal affairs of the

locals, willfully taking supplies and horses—Iess out of necessity than whim,” and refusing to

compensate the peasants. Rank-and-file Russian soldiers also “inflicted personal harm on the

224K AK, vol. 11 (1868), 45. Tsitsianov’s solution to these issues was an expansion of Russian bureaucracy
and judiciary in Georgia. See AKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 46.
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residents, stole their cattle, fowl, produce, wine” and filled emptied wine jugs with sand out of
“reckless mischief” (bezrasudnaia shalost’).*

The discontent of the dethroned Bagratids and other Georgian nobles boiled over into
open rebellion periodically throughout the first half of the nineteenth century. In 1810-11, Prince
Levan, a grandson of King Giorgii, mobilized Ossetians into an anti-Russian insurrection.®’
More Georgian uprisings followed in Kakhetiia in 1812-13, in Imeretiia in 1819-20, a pan-
Georgian rebellion in 1832, and even large peasant disturbances in Guriia in 1841 and in
Mingreliia in 1857.% Although tsarist authorities easily quelled such resistance, the image of
Georgians as unreliable at best and rebellious at worst took hold in the imagination of early
Russian administrators of the South Caucasus. With few trustworthy subjects, Russia searched
the South Caucasus for new, reliable allies.

The Napoleonic Backdrop and Imperial Ambitions

In the first decade and a half of the nineteenth century, the tsarist empire maintained its
grip on Georgia despite actively feuding or battling with Persians, Ottomans, the French,
Georgian rebels, North Caucasian highlanders, and the British. Against the efforts of these
parties, the tsarist state fortified its position as a regional power and made preparations for
further expansion into the shah’s domain. Russia’s goals and incentives for conquest in the South
Caucasus, and their implications for Russo-Armenian ties, cannot be divorced from the context

of the Napoleonic Wars and broader Russian imperial strategy.

%4KAK, vol.1(1866), 412.
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The Napoleonic Wars and rapidly changing European alliances informed Russia’s
engagement with Armenians as much, or more, as Caucasian developments. St. Petersburg’s
imperial ambitions in northern Persia and eastern Anatolia were often defined vis-a-vis its
European rivals’ actions: competition among Russia, France, Britain, Austria, and Prussia in the
early nineteenth century affected the tsar’s relations with the shah and the sultan.

With Napoleon’s ascension to power a decade after the 1789 revolution, France gained a
leader whose military genius and expansionist resolve revitalized France’s geopolitical
aspirations, pitting it not only against its staunch foe, Britain, but also against the other three
major European powers: Austria, Prussia, and Russia. Although Russian elites often distrusted
their British counterparts, at the turn of the nineteenth century Russia sided with London against
Paris, wary of French overtures toward its traditional adversaries: Swedes, Poles, and
Ottomans.*” By 1803, two years after it launched a major anti-French campaign, Britain recruited
Russia into the Third Coalition. Equally concerned about Napoleon’s conquest of central Europe
and the economic repercussions of French expansion, London and St. Petersburg had many
reasons to cooperate.

Despite the broad alliance seeking Napoleon’s defeat, by 1807 the French emperor had
routed Europe’s largest armies and forced Britain into a defensive war, protected by its superior
navy. In July 1807, Tsar Alexander had few options but to sign the Treaty of Tilsit with
Napoleon, which stipulated Russian assistance to France against its British and Swedish enemies.
At the same time, as Dominic Lieven notes, Alexander “gained a peace which would be more

than a temporary truce, without paying the vanquished side’s usual price of territorial

¥Dominic Lieven, Russia Against Napoleon: The Battle for Europe, 1807 to 1814 (New York: Penguin,
2009), 33-34.

42



concessions and a war indemnity.”””

Yet the new accord required Russia to support Napoleon’s
Continental System, which sought to suffocate London’s economy by restricting its commerce
on the continent. The tsarist court’s formal declaration of a “rupture” in Russo-British relations,
dated October 1807, presented a litany of grievances against London. From stifling Russian trade
on the high seas to providing inadequate cooperation during the earlier anti-Napoleonic
coalitions, Alexander enumerated the reasons for the break and accused Britain of seeking to
“ignite a new war in northern Europe.”"

In the years leading up to Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812, the Russian elite
grumbled against Alexander’s treaty with France. Admiral Nikolai Mordvinov, the Anglophile
minister and economist, was not alone in arguing that Russia’s economic and political interests
aligned with Britain’s, and emphasized that Britain was Russia’s most prized commodities
market.”? Foreign Minister Rumiantsev argued that the Continental System effectively punished
Britain’s major trading partners, including Russia, more than it punished London. Additionally,
Russian foreign policy could hardly benefit from a French victory over Britain. Numerous
statesmen and cultural leaders, such as Nikolai Karamzin, feared Napoleon’s ability to establish
an independent Polish state, anathema to tsarist imperial policy. Moreover, Mordvinov, General
Levin von Bennigsen, and other eminent officials privately expressed concern that “if Napoleon
was allowed to strangle Russia’s foreign trade [through the restrictions of the Continental

System] then the economy would no longer be able to sustain Russia’s armed forces or the

European culture of its elites. The country would revert to its pre-Petrine, semi-Asiatic
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condition.””® Such individuals advocated Russia’s withdrawal from European rivalries,
proposing instead that the state return to its eighteenth-century foreign policy of expansion at the
expense of the Ottoman and Persian empires.”

An array of factors contributed to the breakdown of the Russo-French union. Napoleon’s
invasion of Austria, a Russian partner, in the spring of 1809 gave Alexander another reason to
suspect French expansionist ambitions. Soon Russian spies in Paris flooded St. Petersburg with
reports of French overtures toward Russia’s neighboring antagonists, including the Ottomans,
Poles, and Swedes.” By the summer of 1810 the prospect of a Russo-French war grew and
tsarist War Minister Barclay de Tolly initiated defensive measures against a potential French
attack. This political climate directly influenced the tsar’s calculations regarding his ties with the
shah and the sultan, both of whom waged war against Russia at this time: in 1804-13 and 1806-
12, respectively. For example, when Ottoman forces attacked Russian troops in 1806 but were
quickly overwhelmed in Moldavia and Wallachia, the sultan dragged out negotiations in
anticipation of an imminent Russo-French break. General Mikhail Kutuzov forced the Turks to
sign a treaty only in June 1812, just days before the French invasion of Russia.

The rivalry with European powers hardly constrained Russia’s imperial ambitions in the
Caucasus. To the contrary, facing threats from the west, St. Petersburg looked for resources and
allies in the south. Within a couple years of securing Kartli Kakhetia and establishing Tiflis as
the regional seat of the Russian administration, the tsarist empire continued to expand into the

Caucasus. The incentives for this growth were primarily political and secondarily economic.
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First, several formidable fortress cities remained between Persia proper (to the south of the Arax
River) and the newly annexed Russian territories. The tsar and his officials saw these citadels,
including at Yerevan, Shusha (in Karabakh), and Baku, as potential bases for Persian incursions
into Georgia and the rest of the Russian Caucasus domain.

As early as April 1802, Tsar Alexander supported Knorring’s aspirations for Yerevan as

“a measure of utmost necessity.””®

When Russians learned that the city’s sardar (prince-
governor) refused to recognize the authority of Shah Baba Khan and was in open rebellion, they
saw an opportunity. The sardar had expressed vague interest in coming under the tsar’s aegis,
yet during protracted negotiations he hesitated to accept the main demand of the tsarist side—
that the Yerevan fortress be garrisoned by Russian forces. Alexander was certain that rebellious
Persian khans south of Georgia would recognize the necessity of his protection against the shah’s
army. “These reasons are so self-evident, that he must recognize them himself and agree to our
demands,” confidently declared Alexander about Yerevan’s overlord. Alexander remained
convinced that by occupying the fortress cities between Georgia and the Arax River, the Russian
empire would “not only place Georgia beyond danger, but also . . . take away from the foe his
best means and, most importantly, will provide a much-needed confirmation to local lords
(vladel'tsy) of Russian patronage and thus will strengthen their trust.”

Political considerations beyond the South Caucasus also drove Russia’s pursuit of the
Yerevan khanate. Just twenty kilometers from the Yerevan fortress stood the Echmiadzin
monastery complex, the headquarters of the Armenian Apostolic Church, to whose authority

submitted the entire dispersed Armenian diaspora. While control of Yerevan, the region’s second

city after Tiflis, promised Russia full dominion over the South Caucasus, control of Echmiadzin

% AKAK, vol. 1 (1866), 689.
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promised extensive political and economic sway into those countries, such as Turkey, Persia, and
even India, where Russian diplomats struggled for influence while local Armenian bishops
enjoyed social prominence. Enticed by the strategic advantage of the Yerevan fortress and the
ecumenical-political clout of the Echmiadzin monastery, St. Petersburg viewed those historic
Armenian centers as vital components of its broader foreign policy in the East.

Although political incentives for Russian expansion into Persian-held territory
overshadowed economic reasons, the latter constituted important considerations for St.
Petersburg. Trade between Georgia and Persian khanates, such as Yerevan, rendered Georgia
one of Russia’s most profitable imperial territories, and even during the height of the first Russo-
Persian war, cross-border commerce continued almost uninterrupted. For example, by mid-1809,
about 1,080,000 pounds of cotton, valued at about 250,000 rubles, reached Tiflis from Yerevan,
usually delivered by Armenians.”” Moreover, the famously lucrative vineyards and other
agricultural industry of the Yerevan khanate, coupled with the metal ores of the eastern South
Caucasus (today’s Azerbaijan), promised to reimburse the tsarist treasury for the costs of the
Georgian annexation and maintenance. Alexander made this clear to Knorring’s successor,
General Tsitsianov, to whom he complained in September 1802 that despite Knorring’s
assurances that Georgia would be financially self-sufficient, it continued to drain the state
treasury and inundate St. Petersburg with requests for financial assistance.”® “There is still
nothing from [Knorring] about the profits derived [from Georgia],” carped the tsar, “meanwhile

the costs of various issues, multiplying from day to day, have risen to a very deliberate

TAKAK, vol. IV (1870), 79. It is unclear over which period of time this amount was imported into Tiflis,
but I assume these are annual statistics.

®AKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 4.
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[narochitaia] sum, and while the welfare of this people has become the government’s general
concern, I would not want the weight of its administration to fall solely upon Russia.””

Tsitsianov wasted no time in responding to this expansionist mandate. Through a deft
combination of negotiation and coercion, in 1803 and 1804 he brought several Persian-held
khanates and principalities, including Georgian Mingrelia and Imeretia, into the tsar’s realm.
When, however, in January 1804 Tsitsianov entered Ganje khanate, ostensibly part of Georgia,
the First Russo-Persian War (1804-13) erupted.'” The Russian army’s first and most formidable
objective at the onset of the war was Yerevan and its large, strategically positioned fortress.

The invitations and pleas that tsarist agents received from local Armenians made
Yerevan’s capture more appealing. As early as April 1803, Tsitsianov reported to Tsar
Alexander that “Armenians who populate [northern Persian provinces], owing to a single
Christianity and to their confidence in commerce under the protection of Russian rule, for their
own wellbeing exhibit toward us devotion [predannost’] and a desire to see the speedy and
successful establishment in these lands of Russian overlordship [viadychestvo], [and] call to me

»101 The citation of the two nations’ ecumenical

every day to hasten [our] expedition on Yerevan.
bond, well entrenched in Russian society and culture by this stage, provided the type of

guarantee that tsarist agents sought in their imperial mission in the Caucasus. Even if, as

historian George Bournoutian has argued, Armenians and other religious minorities of Persian

YAKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 4.

'For an overview of Tsitsianov’s aggressive imperialism against Persian khans, see Firouzeh
Mostashari, On the Religious Frontier: Tsarist Russia and Islam in the Caucasus (London: Tauris, 2006),
13-18. Tsitsianov’s army easily overran Ganje, killing the khan and 3,000 of his men. Renamed

Elizavetpol in honor of the tsaritsa, the territory became part of the Russian empire.

4K AK, vol. 11 (1868), 290.
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domains were not as oppressed as Russian officials imagined, their marginalization in local
communities provided them with incentives to seek Russian annexation.'’* The steady stream of
Armenian refugees escaping from Persian to Russian territory confirmed this for Tsar Alexander,
his ministers, and generals.

In anticipation of the approaching Russian army, in the summer of 1804 several

Armenian meliks fled from Yerevan to Russian territory.'*

These hereditary Armenian nobles
brought with them “over 200 families” of their peasants, likely numbering between 800 and
1,000 individuals. While pleased to find sanctuary, they immediately urged Tsitsianov to rescue
over 500 other Armenian families from Yerevan, who had been left, under guard, “in the hands
of the unreliable Persians.”'®* As would become a staple of Russo-Armenian engagement in the
South Caucasus for the next several years, these Armenians also provided tactical information
about the size and strength of the Persian contingent. Warning that the sardar had already
executed several Armenians, seized the property of others, and threatened to expel the rest of the
khanate’s Christians to Persia proper, the newly resettled Armenians implored Tsitsianov, “with
tears we beg you, be the savior [spasitel’] of the Armenians left behind, who are in an extreme

situation, have no help from anywhere, and suffer various offenses and persecutions.”'*

George A. Bournoutian, Eastern Armenia in the Last Decades of Persian Rule, 1807-1828 (Malibu,
CA: Undena Publications, 1982).

1 4KAK, vol. 11 (1868), 604.
" 4KAK, vol. 11 (1868), 604.
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In May 1804, Tsitsianov issued to Yerevan’s sardar several peremptory demands, which

he likely knew would be unacceptable.'*

The sardar had to recognize the tsar as his supreme
ruler, yield the fortress to Russian forces, and agree to pay a large annual tribute.'”’ In return,
Yerevan’s overlord would be permitted to maintain his current rights and powers, except the
ability to decree the death penalty, and guaranteed safety and protection. When the khan
dawdled, Tsitsianov thundered, “I do not frighten with words but act with bayonets and prove
with deeds.”'®® By June, the general wrote: “According to European custom, before launching an
assault on the city, I must offer it to surrender, but if I do not receive by tonight a satisfactory and
definitive answer, then God and bayonets will deliver it for me, despite a hundred Baba Khans or
his son, who rides around in the distance like a hare avoiding a pack of lions.”'”

Memorable as they were, Tsitsianov’s threats soon proved futile, and the city’s Persian
garrison repelled a Russian attack. Despite this setback, or perhaps due to it, the Russian general
continued to look toward Armenians to advance tsarist borders in the South Caucasus. When, in
1805, Persian reinforcements arrived in the region, replaced the rebellious Yerevan sardar, and
once again threatened to remove local Armenians beyond the Arax, Tsitsianov expressed his
hope that “if the developments of this war do not interfere and God helps us drive Baba Khan

from Karabakh, then I will try to resettle [Armenians] in Georgia, which is what they want.”'"°

'%The Russian general had a habit of making large demands of Persians. The following year, after the

failed assault on Yerevan, Tsitsianov demanded that Persia pay war reparations of 1,000,000 rubles in
addition to meeting several other conditions for a peace treaty. See RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4262, 1. 3.
T 4KAK, vol. II (1868), 614. Tsitsianov set the tribute at 80,000 rubles per year.

% 4K AK, vol. II (1868), 605.

9 4KAK, vol. II (1868), 615-16.
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At the same time, the Russian commander sought the Armenians’ active participation in their
“liberation” and the expansion of Romanov domains.

In June 1805, a year after his abortive assault on Yerevan, Tsitsianov sought to recruit
Armenians from Karabakh to fight against the shah’s army. His declaration to them lauded their
one-time “famous bravery” and questioned whether they had lost it, becoming “womanly
[zhenopodobnymi], like those Armenians who engage only in commerce.”''" “No,” implied
Tsitsianov himself, “I am aware of your past bravery, which is why I call on you . . . with the
glorious and invincible Russian army . . . to help the strong and unsurpassable Russian troops
against the Persian forces, which are encroaching to ruin Karabakh and to steal each one of your
properties.”''? Specifically, Tsitsianov urged Karabakh Armenians to attack retreating Persian
forces after the main Russian assault. Few sources survive to illustrate the exact result of this
recruitment, but by the latter half of 1805 the tsarist army firmly controlled Karabakh,'" no
doubt in part thanks to the participation of local Armenians. Moreover, the general Russian
satisfaction with Karabakh Armenians’ efforts suggests that Tsitsianov’s petition was heeded.'"*

At the same time as he recruited these regional natives to cooperate in St. Petersburg’s
expansion, Tsitsianov promoted ethnic hierarchies and tightened his state’s control over newly
annexed societies and spaces. The general represented Russia’s ideas of itself as empire, where

the participation of non-Russian groups in the state’s imperial project was welcomed as long as

" AKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 833.
"2 4KAK, vol. 11 (1868), 833.
"BRGVIA, f. 482, op. 1, d. 200, 1. 2.

" Tsitsianov also proposed other, even more audacious strategies, such as a naval assault and invasion of

eastern Persia through the Caspian Sea. See RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4262, 1. 3.
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the initiative for such actions came from the metropole. For example, when in January 1806
Tsitsianov learned that up to 10,000 Armenian families from the Western Armenian town of
Bayazit in Anatolia had expressed a desire to resettle in Yerevan upon its capture by the tsar’s
army, Tsitsianov feared that the immigrants would eschew “proper obedience” and would
maintain ties to elements in Anatolia and Persia without tsarist approval.''> Moreover, Tsitsianov
accused Armenian merchants of the South Caucasus of raising prices during wartime, and
consequently prohibited them from trading in mountainous villages (auly).''® In April 1804, he
ordered regional police to monitor local commerce, seeking out “resellers who greedily raise
prices on necessities, a practice in which, after the Yids, the Armenians are the most capable, to
the general detriment of the population.”""”

Such sentiments were in line with Tsitsianov’s broader perception of the region’s
residents and Russia’s new role in the South Caucasus. A committed imperialist who took pride
not only in military glory but also in administrative efficiency, Tsitsianov set the contours of the
tsarist imperial policy for decades to come. Such successors as Paskevich later echoed many of
the views Tsitsianov expressed in the early 1800s. The sine qua non of successful imperial
administration, Tsitsianov believed, lay in “sternness” (strogost’), coupled with “fairness”
(spravedlivost’) and “selflessness” (bezkorystie).''*

“Asiatic” intransigence, argued the Russian general, could not be eradicated through

annual tribute payments or even extended sojourns in St. Petersburg. To combat supposedly

"SAKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 632.
" 4KAK, vol. 11 (1868), 943.
"W AKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 49.

" 4KAK, vol. II (1868), 1036-37.
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egocentric and corrupting tendencies of the locals, the tsarist administration had to demonstrate
both the benefits of egalitarian justice and the consequences of straying from prescribed norms
and laws. “In an Asiatic,” insisted Tsitsianov, “nothing is as effective as fear, as a natural
consequence of force. Thus, in my opinion, while expecting, with God’s help, a change in
Asiatic mores and customs over the course of several generations, for at least thirty years fear,
sternness, fairness, justice, and selflessness must be the characteristics or rules of the local
administration.”' "’

Tsitsianov’s bravado caught up to him on 8 February 1806, when he rode up to the walls
of besieged Baku to demand its surrender. The Persian forces inside the city shot the Russian
general and mutilated his corpse. Tsitsianov’s body was held hostage for five years, and its
release to Russian officials once again confirmed tsarist agents’ reliance on the region’s
Armenians. In November 1811, Baku’s Armenians, who had kept the slain Russian
commander’s body in the city’s main Armenian church, played the intermediary in the
ceremonial handoff of the general’s casket to Russian officials.'*’

After Tsitsianov’s death, St. Petersburg had to reorient its military, economic, and
political resources away from the Caucasus. Facing Napoleon’s forces in 1804-07 and the
sultan’s army in the Balkans in 1806 required a focus on the European theater. Nevertheless,
Tsitsianov’s successor, General Ivan Vasil’evich Gudovich, continued the Russian war effort

against Persia in the South Caucasus. A less ostentatious and more experienced commander than

his predecessor, Gudovich was as eager to conquer Yerevan. Soon after his arrival in Tiflis, the

4K AK, vol. 11 (1868), 1037.

204K AK, vol. V (1873), 10.
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general beseeched the tsar to send him additional troops in order “not only to maintain the
integrity of Your Majesty’s borders, but also to make incursions into enemy territory.”'?!

Making the most of his available resources,'** Gudovich by October 1808 besieged
Yerevan.'” The Russian general promised to spare life and property if the city surrendered
voluntarily and guaranteed safe passage for the Persian garrison back to Persia proper. Should
they refuse, however, he vowed to take the city by force and to slaughter the Persian forces. With
Tsitsianov’s failed assault fresh in the minds of the attackers and defenders alike, Gudovich
warned the inhabitants of Yerevan to ignore the Russian attack of 1804, when the young

124

Tsitsianov, “not yet experienced in the military art,” failed to take the city. " Now, armed with

decades of experience and a seasoned army, Gudovich thundered that he had come with enough
soldiers “not only to annihilate [istrebit ] the fortress, but also to march through all of Persia.”'*
Apparently unmoved by the threats, the commander of the Persian garrison sardonically offered
Gudovich to join the shah’s army, in return for which the Russian general was promised to
receive overlordship of the Yerevan and Tavriz khanates.'*°

A two-month-siege ensued, during which Gudovich bombarded the fortress with as many

ultimatums as artillery shells.'?” But even as small groups of residents, mainly Armenians,
ry group y

24K AK, vol. 111 (1869), 99-100.

122By one estimate, Gudovich commanded an army of 20,000 men. See RGVIA, f. 470, 0p. 1,d. §, L. 1.
'BRGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4265, 11. 25-54. And also AKAK, vol. I (1869), 237-53.

#RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4265, 1. 29.

PRGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4265, 1. 30.

RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4265, 1. 34.

"2"Eor detailed reports of this siege, see RGVIA, f. 482, op. 1, d. 19, 11. 5-49.

53



voluntarily crossed into tsarist territory during this time,'*® the tsar’s army failed—for the second
time in four years—to capture Yerevan. An assault on November 17 was repelled at a high cost
for the Russian side, and by November 28 Gudovich ordered a retreat.'*” In his report to the tsar,
the general blamed the failure on European interference: French engineers, not Persian riflemen,
had created the greatest obstacle to Russian victory at Yerevan. Gudovich conceded that the
citadel had been buttressed according to “all European military standards,” and that the work of
French advisors was evident not only in the design of the fortifications and the sophisticated
weaponry but also in the previously unseen tactics the Persians employed.'*’

Tsarist officials saw French interference in Russia’s conquest of Persian lands manifested
beyond the supply of weapons and engineers. Gudovich complained during the siege that “the
French mission to Persia, despite the friendly relations with us, harms my affairs with Persia now
more than they did during the war with France. For they have empowered [vozgordili] Baba

131 .
2% Evidence of

Khan and convinced the Persian government that it can do whatever it wishes.’
European collusion included intercepted letters from the French representative in Tehran,

diplomat and general Claude Gardane, to the sardar of Yerevan."’” Despite the Treaty of Tilsit

between Napoleon and Alexander, a steady stream of reports reached Gudovich and other tsarist

B 4KAK, vol. 111 (1869), 246.

The details of the Russian casualties can be found in RGVIA, f. 482, op. 1, d. 21, 1. 1-4. Out of
Gudovich’s original Yerevan expeditionary force of 8,251 men, 1,254 men, or 15 percent, were killed or
wounded during the incursion into Yerevan and the assault of the fortress. However, a different Russian
source, somewhat less reliable for its lack of detail, puts the total number of Russian casualties at slightly
under 900 men. See RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4266, 1. 4-9.

BRGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4265, 11. 49-50.
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2T Kh Akopian, ed., Razvitie Erevana posle prisoedineniia Vostochnoi Armenii k Rossii: Sbornik
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officials about the strengthening Franco-Persian alliance, in which Napoleon had assured the
shah of his support against the tsar, promising various rewards and territorial gains.'** Gudovich
also received personal letters from various French officials, including from Gardane in Tehran,
urging the Russian general to withdraw from Yerevan khanate and other Persian territories.'**

Although St. Petersburg’s main military objective failed in 1808 and Persian forces
remained stationed to the north of the Arax River, other developments heralded success for
Russia’s imperial ambitions. First, Gudovich’s army easily overwhelmed Persian opposition in
Nakhichevan and Karabakh, confirming for tsarist officials that only such city-fortresses as
Yerevan helped the shah to maintain his grip on the South Caucasus. Second, several local
communities welcomed Gudovich’s advancing army. He reported that retreating Persian forces
had razed Armenian villages and seized their harvests, giving new incentive for the Armenians to
turn to Russian protection.'>

When, during his march to Yerevan, Gudovich stopped at the Echmiadzin monastery, the

senior Armenian clergy “joyfully welcomed” him."*®

The Russian general’s increasingly close
rapport with ecclesiastical and lay Armenians boded well for imperial policy, a fact that Prince
Alexander Saltykov, a senior aide to the minister of foreign affairs, reinforced to the general after
the abortive assault on Yerevan. Saltykov emphasized that the tsar “is particularly pleased to see

the care with which you protect residents from the effects of war, which roots in them trust and

attachment toward the Russian government, to which end especially helpful can be the patronage

34K AK, vol. 111 (1869), 447-48.
BRGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4265, 11. 45-46.
B3 4KAK, vol. 111 (1869), 246.

BSRGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4265, 1. 8.
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that you demonstrate to the Armenian Echmiadzin monastery.”"*’ Tsarist agents would soon
capitalize on this merger of interests between the Russian state and the Armenians of the South
Caucasus to advance their goals.

With the Russian army’s withdrawal from Yerevan khanate, the First Russo-Persian war
turned into a tense standoff. Between 1808 and 1813, occasional skirmishes and many failed
negotiations yielded no progress and the dynamic remained influenced as much by European as
Caucasian developments.'*® Citing ill health but perhaps also frustrated by the lack of progress,
Tormasov retired and in September 1811 was replaced by the joint command of generals Philip

Paulucci and Nikolai Rtishchev.'*’

The former headed the administration of the South Caucasus,
while the latter commanded the Caucasus Line and the nearby Astrakhan province. Within half a
year, however, Paulucci was recalled to St. Petersburg and the region’s supreme power fell to
Rtishchev, who would remain in charge until the arrival in 1816 of one of Russia’s most
celebrated Caucasus field marshals, General Aleksei Ermolov. But while Rtishchev’s tenure
outlasted most of his predecessors, it was frustrated by St. Petersburg’s preoccupation with

Napoleon’s invasion and with maintaining the European balance of power. The general, in fact,

at one point voiced frustration that such senior tsarist officials as Karl Nesselrode, the soon to be

BT4KAK, vol. 111 (1869), 502.

¥For reports about Russo-Persian skirmishes in the fall of 1809, see RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4267.

¥ paulucci was an Italian marquis in the Russian service. After Nepoleon’s invasion, he was recalled

from the Caucasus to head the Army Chief of Staff, but held this post for a short time. He left the Russian
service in 1829 and returned to Italy, where he commanded the army of Piedmont.
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foreign minister, had ceased almost all communications with him and had granted him not a
single permission for even the most serious requests in some two years.'*’

While the core of the tsarist army struggled against the onslaught of the Grande Armée in
Russia proper, in the Caucasus Russian forces confronted an unprecedented array of formidable
threats. In the spring of 1812, local Russian troops not only vied for control of Dagestan in the
North Caucasus, but also fought on three fronts in the South Caucasus: against an Ottoman

assault on the Akhalkalaki fortress (which threatened to open an unimpeded corridor to Tiflis'*")

against Persians in Karabakh, and against a new Georgian uprising in Kakhetia. The latter threat
particularly unnerved tsarist authorities not only because of its epicenter in the heart of the
regional Russian administration, but also because of the furtive manner in which the conspirators
had launched their attack by slaughtering Russian soldiers sleeping in their quarters. In his report
to the tsar, Paulucci vented that the rebels had “carried out horrifying atrocities, examples of

which the French Revolution presents to us.”'**

In no small part thanks to the cooperation of
local Armenians, who not only provided information but also fought alongside Russian troops,

by early spring Paulucci and Rtishchev had quelled the Georgian uprising and captured its

leader, Prince Giorgii, a grandson of the late King Giorgii.'*

" 4KAK, vol. V (1873), ii. Karl Nesselrode, an ethnic Baltic German, became Foreign Minister in 1816
and remained in that position for four decades, securing his place in history as the longest-serving Russian
Minister of Foreign Affairs.

" AKAK, vol. V (1873), 63. The Russian garrison repelled the Ottoman assault.
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Despite these conflicts, and unfazed by the two abortive attempts to capture Yerevan,
Paulucci and Rtishchev made several incursions into Yerevan khanate to force a peace treaty.'**
By September 1812, reflecting the turn of the tide in the Russo-French and Russo-Ottoman wars,
and also the signing of an anti-French Russo-British pact, Rtishchev succeeded in forcing Abbas
Mirza to the negotiating table. Although Persians invited British officers to mediate,'** the shah
had few options in the wake of Russian advances in Karabakh and the capture of the British-
fortified Lenkoran fortress.'*® On 12 October 1813, the Treaty of Giulistan in Karabakh ended
the First Russo-Persian War.'*” The terms of the accord proved generous to the victor. Persia
relinquished control of the khanates of Karabakh, Baku, Ganje, Shakki, Kuba, Shirvan, and parts
of Talesh.'*® Crucially, however, the Yerevan khanate, with its eponymous capital city and the
Echmiadzin monastery, remained under the shah’s control. Although population statistics do not
survive from the era, it is clear that by 1814 thousands of new Armenian subjects had joined the
expanding tsarist empire. The turmoil of the preceding decade had pitted St. Petersburg against

an array of enemies in the Caucasus. To fortify itself in the newly conquered territories, Russia

searched for an ally.
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Spies and Settlers: Armenians in the Russian Service

Russia looked to Armenian collaboration to facilitate its expansion as soon as it entered
the interimperial politics of the South Caucasus with the annexation of Kartli Kakhetia. From
1801, the aims of tsarist agents and the hopes of the region’s Armenians coincided. Russia relied
on Armenians—with their eager participation—to advance into Persian territory, secure its new
domains, and to settle newly conquered lands in the first fifteen years of the nineteenth century.

Just weeks before his assassination, Tsar Paul tasked General Knorring with expanding
the Romanov realm in the South Caucasus through diplomacy. The tsar cautioned the general:
“do not seek new [territorial] acquisitions, aside from those that voluntarily search for my
patronage; it is better to have allies interested in an alliance than unreliable subjects.”'*’ Paul
made clear which of the indigenous national groups he had in mind. “Look to attract Armenia,”
he wrote, “into a rapprochement [sblizhenie] for, and through, trade, in order to establish avenues
through them, and maintain [their] privileges, but institute our order.” More explicitly, the tsar
identified Armenians as the key to expanding Russian borders and influence in the region:
“engage now not in conquest but in acquisition through the voluntary consent of Armenia.”"*’
The tsar had good reason to expect Armenians’ cooperation. In February 1801, Armenians from
Constantinople petitioned tsarist officials to permit their immigration to Crimea, where they

151

wished to become tsarist subjects. " The Armenians pledged to advance regional commerce by

establishing silk and paper mills on the peninsula, and they asked for no additional privileges in

" 4K AK, vol. I (1866), 414.

O4KAK, vol. I (1866), 414. Paul’s citation of “Armenia” should be interpreted not as a strict reference to
a territory or space, but a broader designation of the Armenian people.
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return beyond those granted to Armenians already living in Crimea. Apparently sympathetic to
this request, Tsar Paul forwarded it to the Senate not long before his death.'**

Paul’s successor, Alexander, shared his father’s commitment to an alliance with
Armenians. Persian and Ottoman Armenians, as well as other regional Christian groups, were to
be recruited to settle the newly annexed Georgian territories. In September 1801, Alexander
emphasized to Knorring that his “particular attention must be given to the attraction

153 .
”">? These colonizers

[privlechenie] into Georgia of settlers from abroad, especially Christians.
were to be granted fertile land, as well as various “assistance,” “benefits,” and “privileges.” For
these relocation efforts, Russia specifically targeted Armenians from among the Christian
communities living in Ottoman and Persian territories adjacent to Georgia. Alexander’s
instructions to Knorring in this regard were unequivocal:
I place under your particular attention the attraction of the Armenian nation through
various kindnesses [oblaskaniia]. This method, owing to the large population of this
people in regions adjacent to Georgia, is one of the most reliable ways for increasing the
[regional] population’s strength and also for ensuring the dominance of Christians. To
this end, I decree that you demonstrate whatever possible patronage of the Echmiadzin
patriarchal monastery and maintain friendly relations with its head.'>*
Foreign-subject Armenians had been enticed by economic privileges in Russia proper
since the seventeenth century, but with the turn of the nineteenth century their economic role
assumed a broader dimension. Armenians became, in essence, the frontiersmen of Russian

expansion. Several closely intertwined factors coalesced to grant Armenians this status in the

Russian political imagination. First, their real and mythologized economic prowess under

2RGIA, f. 13, op. 1, d. 28, 1. 6.
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difficult political and social conditions was seen as a sign of Christian resilience in hostile
environments, underscoring the Russian attraction to settling new domains with economically
capable residents. Second, the ecumenical bond between Orthodox Russians and Apostolic
Armenians, the majority of whom remained under the hegemony of the shah and the sultan,
provided the kind of guarantee of loyalty that the tsar sought in recruiting colonizers. Third,
Russian agents often exaggerated and took advantage of Persian and Ottoman Armenians’
minority status in Muslim empires to advocate for their resettlement into ostensibly more
welcoming and egalitarian tsarist territories. The tsar summarized some of these perceptions to
Tsitsianov in September 1802: “Armenians, as an industrious people that holds in its hands the
entire trade of this part of the Orient, deserve your particular attention and protection, for, given
their persecution in Persia, there can be no doubt that the majority of that people will settle in
Georgia as soon as they feel themselves provided with an orderly government.”'*®

Armenians heeded the Russian calls. During the First Russo-Persian War, in particular,
significant numbers of Persian Armenians became Russian subjects. Most frequently, Armenian
meliks defected from Persia to Russia with their Armenian peasants. For example, in November
1807, two Armenian meliks from Yerevan crossed into Georgia with their peasants and requested
noble status in Russian society.'”® General Gudovich reviewed their credentials and granted their
request, admitting them into the Russian table of ranks with all of its rights and privileges. The
Russian commander demonstrated similar flexibility and openness to Armenian migrants in

another case, where an Armenian melik refused to settle on land picked for him by tsarist

officials. After the Armenian’s protest, Gudovich acquiesced to his demands and granted him
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and his peasants “however much they need” of state-owned land in the exact locale that the melik
had specified."”” Moreover, in March 1809, during heightened tensions with the Yerevan sardar
in the wake of the abortive Russian assault, incoming Armenians refused to settle in districts
adjacent to Persia’s borders, fearing incursions from the shah’s forces. Once again, Gudovich
agreed to their requests and facilitated their relocation to territory farther north, away from

158
Yerevan.

In the last stages of the war, with the Persian army on the retreat, tsarist troops freed
captured Armenians and resettled them into Russian territory. In one such example from
December 1812, Russian soldiers “liberated” 3,000 Armenian families that had been “captured”
by Persians near Lenkoran and brought them to Russian-held Karabakh.'”

Tsarist officials not only invited the Armenian colonization of the South Caucasus, but
also took advantage of Armenian participation in the military conquest of Persian lands. Before
his fall from grace, Petr Kovalenskii argued that Georgian kings’ ancient control over Yerevan
and surrounding lands justified claiming those Persian domains along with the rest of Georgia.'®’
To achieve these goals, Kovalenskii emphasized that local Armenians, seeing the Echmiadzin
monastery come under tsarist protection, were sure to support Russian expansion. It is hardly
surprising, then, that Tsitsianov and other tsarist generals recruited Armenians in Karabakh,
Yerevan, and elsewhere to fight alongside the Russian army.

Active Armenian participation in the Russian war effort in 1804-13 manifested itself

primarily in the form of intelligence gathering. Broadly speaking, these activities fell into two

BTAKAK, vol. 111 (1869), 236-37.
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categories: Persian Armenians sneaking out of Yerevan and other Persian territories into Russian
camps with information, and Russian officials dispatching Armenians on specific espionage
missions. Armenians also served as intermediaries between Russian and Persian negotiators,
often ferrying messages between the two sides. Successive tsarist commanders relied on the
reports and information provided by Armenians to formulate strategy, ascertain Persian and
Ottoman actions, and communicate with entities where the Russian presence was impossible.
Tsarist officials capitalized on the Armenian diaspora’s transimperial links. As early as
1802, tsarist officials dispatched Armenians from Tiflis into the neighboring states to determine
the activities of hostile forces. In one example from June 1802, a Tiflis Armenian returned from
Ottoman Akhaltsykh to report to Russian commanders that the Georgian rebel Prince Alexander
had joined forces with Lezgin highlanders from Dagestan to mount an anti-Russian campaign.'®’
Tsarist agents tracked Alexander’s movements in no small part thanks to the work of such
Armenian sympathizers. One Armenian merchant from the Persian city of Ganje, upon arriving
in Tiflis to conduct trade, reported to local Russian officials about Alexander’s arrival in that city

162 When Prince Alexander set his

with a small army and eagerly answered all Russian queries.
sights on an outpost with a small Russian garrison in November 1802, several local Armenians
snuck into the Russian camps to alert tsarist officials to the imminent danger.'®> A month later,

another Armenian merchant of Tiflis who had traveled to Ganje for commerce returned to report

to Russian commanders about the composition and location of Prince Alexander and his allies.'®
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Russian commanders dispatched Armenians to Yerevan not only to spy but also to deliver
messages to Persian forces.'® During the Russo-Ottoman conflict, too, Armenians from Kars
made unsolicited reports to Russian officers about the movement and composition of local
Ottoman forces.'®® Gudovich and his commanders also employed trusted Armenians to gather
intelligence in eastern Anatolia, often sending them to Armenian monasteries and churches to
speak with the clergy and to determine local conditions.'®” Despite individual instances of
Armenian collusion with anti-Russian forces,'®® Armenians cooperated with tsarist authorities by
taking advantage of their relatively unhindered cross-border traffic.

Of the diverse intelligence that Armenians provided to Russians before and during the
First Russo-Persian War, perhaps none of it was as sensational as the information that Armenian

6.'% The men told General

escapees from Yerevan delivered to tsarist officers in July 180
Nesvetaev that two French envoys, Pierre Amédée Jaubert and General Romie, had recently
arrived at the Persian court.'”” The emissaries had conveyed to the shah Napoleon’s request to

allow the French navy access to Persian shores and to use the shah’s territory to strike the

Russian empire through the South Caucasus. Various promises and assurances accompanied this

1 4KAK, vol. I1I (1869), 235.
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'®For example, in December 1802, Russian troops captured in Georgia an Armenian man who had fled
Kartli Kakhetia two years earlier together with Prince Alexander. His interrogation revealed that
Alexander had relied on him to communicate with Imeretian King Solomon and, most likely, to report
information about Russian activities in Tiflis and elsewhere. See AKAK, vol. I (1866), 293.
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audacious scheme to assuage the shah’s fears. Nevertheless, the Armenians reported—and
Nesvetaev verified through other sources—that the shah had declined Napoleon’s request,
because this daring plot, no matter the result, would only further complicate the shah’s relations
with the tsar. Disappointed, the Frenchmen returned to France through Ottoman lands. Learning
of these developments, generals Nesvetaev and Gudovich entreated local Ottoman pashas to
detain and hand over the French emissaries, promising lucrative rewards.'”' Napoleon and Baba
Khan did sign an accord in May 1807, the Treaty of Finkenstein, but it fell far short of the
French emperor’s dreams of a strategic alliance.'’

The autocracy prized Armenians’ ability to reach distant elements beyond the Caucasus.
In April 1810, Foreign Minister Nikolai Rumiantsev proposed to Caucasus commander General
Nikolai Rtishchev that an anti-Persian partnership with Afghans could be arranged “through the
help of Armenians.”'”® Although little came of this initiative, its deliberation among senior tsarist
statesmen reveals the Russian confidence in transregional Armenian networks. In this case,
Armenians were seen as a means toward securing new military alliances. Coupled with
Armenians’ active participation in the Russian war effort in the South Caucasus—from Karabakh
Armenians’ fighting alongside Tsitsianov’s army to their espionage for Gudovich—the view of
Armenians as St. Petersburg’s key regional ally set the stage for a partnership that would remain

intact for several decades.

"AKAK, vol. 111 (1869), 417-18. These appeals failed, and the generals safely returned to France.

'For the details of this accord and an overview of contemporary Franco-Persian diplomacy, see R. M.
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This Russian view of Armenians grew stronger in late 1812, when an uprising by elite
Georgian subjects of the tsar provided a new opportunity for Armenians to demonstrate their
loyalty to the tsarist empire. During this rebellion, unusual for the participation in it of Christian
and long-incorporated tsarist subjects, members of the dethroned Bagrationi family and their
allies sought to regain control of Kartli Kakhetia by expelling the Russian administration.
General Rtishchev’s report to the tsar emphasized that nearly “all Kakhetinian nobles and
princes” had taken part in the rebellion.'”* Although thousands of ordinary Georgians remained
devoted to the tsarist state, the protracted resistance of Georgian elites to tsarist rule eroded the
foundations of Russo-Georgian partnership and promoted the increasingly exclusive standing of
the South Caucasian Armenians within the imperial hierarchy.

In May 1813, Rtishchev, the supreme commander of the Caucasus, submitted to Tsar
Alexander an effusive report on the Armenian role in recent developments. The document’s
implications cannot be ignored, for, indeed, it set a precedent for Russo-Armenian collaboration
for much of the nineteenth century. “The Armenian people [rnarod],” wrote the tsarist general,
“comprising a notable portion of Georgia’s population,

continues to demonstrate exemplary zeal and unwavering loyalty to the Russian empire.

From the establishment of the Russian administration here, the Armenian society has

always distinguished itself by its devotion to it and during all of the often-rising

malicious Georgian parties . . . our administration always found in Armenians
faithfulness, unmovable by any deceits, and zealous service that they contributed to Your

Majesty’s advantage.'”

This juxtaposition of Armenians with Georgians, the two main Christian national groups in the

Caucasus, is particularly important not only because the Georgian faith represented a closer

"MRGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 4271, 1. 1.
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dogmatic cousin of Russian Orthodoxy than the Armenian Apostolic creed, but also because
Georgians possessed a large aristocracy with sizable resources at its disposal. Yet tsarist
statesmen identified Armenians as their indigenous allies, eager to capitalize on their commercial
and religious networks, which penetrated countries and societies inaccessible to Russian agents.
To be sure, Rtishchev singled out Armenians as an example of a loyal national group.
During the recent Georgian uprising in Kartli Kakhetia, continued the general, when “almost all”
locals took up arms or in other ways resisted the Russian presence, Armenians “sacrificed their
property and, indeed, their lives, in solidarity with Russian troops, arming themselves in
Kakhetia against the rebels and . . . demonstrated through action against the conspirators the
most excellent example of courage and their sincere loyalty to Your Imperial Majesty.”'’®
Armenian volunteers provided intelligence to local Russian authorities during their
struggle to quell the Georgian insurrection. These Armenian collaborators “readily accepted”
Russian tasks and “repeatedly paid with their lives” for the benefit of the regional administration.
Armenian merchants of Tiflis, additionally, sold supplies to Russian officials at discounted rates
during a poor harvest, when food supplies to Tiflis nearly dried up. Finally, Rtishchev, having
summarized the “great diligence, allegiance, and devotion to Your Majesty of the loyal
Armenians” of the South Caucasus, expressed confidence that “any encouragement
[poshchrenie] of them will deliver additional, highly significant benefits for the administration
and the local region, increasing their diligence and sparking among Georgians competition with
[Armenians].”"”” Thus Rtishchev continued to hold up Armenians to other regional natives, such

as Georgians, as an example of proper conduct and devotion.

4K AK, vol. V (1873), 221-22.
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Tsar Alexander gratefully responded to this Armenian assistance. A month after the
signing of the Treaty of Giulistan, he expressed to the Armenians of Georgia his “appreciation to
this people for its exemplary loyalty to the Russian empire and for its many confirmations of its
most zealous diligence toward the benefits of”” the Russian state.'”® Alexander’s proclamation
was read, in both Russian and Armenian, to a large Armenian crowd in the city’s main square on
22 November 1813. A jubilant ceremony in Tiflis’s main Armenian church, led by Archbishop
Astvatsur, celebrated the community’s acceptance of this honor. Rtishchev’s summary of this
fete to Foreign Minister Rumiantsev emphasized that the “sincere awe and tears of emotional
tenderness, which at this event were visible on the faces of members of every Armenian estate,
are the most genuine signs of their true feelings of gratitude and diligence [userdie] toward His
Imperial Majesty.”

During a citywide Armenian celebration of the tsar’s acknowledgement, wealthy Tiflis
Armenians hosted a lavish feast, inviting not only Russian officials but also several Georgian
princes. Over 200 people, from the city’s Armenian, Russian, and Georgian communities,
attended the banquet. Around the city, Armenians celebrated by decorating their neighborhoods
and vending stalls. Rtishchev stressed that the Armenians displayed “unfeigned joy that
accompanied sincere gratitude” to Russia.'”

Other manifestations of the Armenian embrace of the tsarist empire fortified the early
Russo-Armenian bond. When a new port opened in Baku in August 1809, local Armenian traders

were at the forefront of celebrating what they saw as the state’s “patronage” and “benevolence”

4K AK, vol. V (1873), 230.

"Once the revelry subsided, Tiflis Armenian elites donated 4,000 rubles to the city’s poor, and also
rewarded the tsar’s messenger, who had delivered the edict from St. Petersburg, with 1,000 rubles.
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toward the Armenian nation. During the opening ceremony, one Armenian merchant, no doubt
eager to secure personal approbation from local Russian officials, summarized the attitudes of
the region’s Armenians:
From ancient times the Armenian nation has awaited liberation from the yoke of its
merciless former rulers. . . . Now behind the shield of His Imperial Majesty’s power, we
feel complete tranquility while freely exercising our faith and [also feel] the strong sign
of the emperor’s favor, which protects commerce with egalitarian laws and [allows us to]
enjoy new happiness chiefly ahead of others.'™®
Two aspects of this saccharine praise deserve examination. First, the explicit contrast
between the socioeconomic life of Armenians under the tsar and under the shah underscored the
Armenian preference for Russian patronage. The majority of Eastern Armenians at this time
continued to exist under the rule of the shah, and the essential Armenian centers of Yerevan and
Echmiadzin remained within the Persian empire. This exaltation of the ostensible benefits of
Russian governance not only served to reinforce the feelings of Armenians already settled in
Georgia and other Russian territories but also was intended to attract Armenians still living
outside tsarist borders. The speech celebrated the economic freedom of local Armenians while
praising the religious liberty they enjoyed under the aegis of the Christian tsar in order to
juxtapose these rights with the life of Muslim-ruled Armenians in the neighboring states. Indeed,
these not-so-subtle messages should be interpreted not just as a sign of Armenian gratitude
toward Russians but also as an effort to recruit Armenians from the neighboring empires.
Second, the reference to the exclusive “happiness” (commercial and, by extension, social
rights) enjoyed by Armenians within Russian society cannot be overlooked. Living alongside the

tsar’s Muslim subjects and also such Christians as Georgians, this reference almost certainly was

intended to highlight the perception of Armenians as the tsar’s most “reliable” subjects in the
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South Caucasus. Addressing the tsar directly, Baku Armenians drove home these points by
praising the “abundance and total happiness” (izobilie i sovershenneishee schastie) that they
enjoyed under the direction of tsarist commerce officials, as well as the “complete tranquility and
safety from our former abusers and hostile neighbors” afforded by the command of General

81 With the strengthening political and economic bond between Russian officials and

Tormasov.
foreign-subject Armenians, the partnership between the Armenian Church and the tsarist state

became the last major component of the growing Russo-Armenian alliance.

Patriarchal Patronage

The head of the Armenian Apostolic Church, the patriarch or Catholicos, often doubled
as the political leader of the stateless Armenians. From his See in Echmiadzin, within Persian
territory until 1828, the Catholicos presided over Armenian ecclesiastical affairs in Russia,
Turkey, Western Europe, and wherever else large Armenian communities established local
eparchies. The combination of ecumenical and political influence over the Armenian diaspora
granted the Catholicos unique leverage, rendering control over Echmiadzin essential for any
neighboring empire that counted Armenians among its population. As early as 1800, a senior
tsarist official in Tiflis emphasized that the Catholicos exercised authority over Armenians
“spread across the entire face of the earth,” and that his “commitment to the faith and his flock’s
devotion to him, which he can skillfully utilize, grant [him] a strong influence in his nation.”'™
The Echmiadzin Catholicos, representing a religious minority in Persia, had to negotiate a

delicate balance between supporting the growth of Russia’s Armenian community and protecting

the interests of the shah’s own Armenian subjects. Any perceived support of Russian goals, such
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as encouraging the emigration of Persian Armenians into tsarist territory during the war, was
certain to elicit opprobrium or worse from Persian authorities. Tsarist officials understood this.
When Catholicos Luka died in 1799 after two decades of leading Echmiadzin, Russian officials
reported to St. Petersburg that “the position of this monastery and of the politics of the entire
Armenian nation demand from its church’s leader quite delicate politics, which the [previous
Catholicoi] always employed, maintaining both their authority and their lifestyle despite all of
the tyrannies and cruelties that surrounded them.”'®® When Catholicos Iosif, a longtime Russian
subject whose rapport with tsarist authorities was no secret, succeeded Luka, one Russian agent
from Tiflis warned St. Petersburg that “the Persians quite dislike Patriarch losif, owing to his
famous devotion and diligence toward Russia, and this case can be a point of contention in their

relations with Russia for a long time.”'**

Both concerns and hopes were allayed when losif died,
in March 1801, en route to take up his post at Echmiadzin. To be sure, the Armenian Church
played an important consideration in Russian diplomatic goals as soon as tsarist agents arrived in
the South Caucasus. Knorring and Lazarev entered into close relations with Armenian
ecclesiastical officials and kept a watchful eye over their treatment by Persian officials,
beginning to portray their government as the patron of the Armenians in Persia. When reports
reached Knorring that Persians had raided an Armenian monastery “inflicted many dishonors,
abuses, and thefts,” the general rushed to notify the tsar.'®

Yet relations between the Armenian Church and Russian officials were often tense.

Knorring assigned Armenian-heritage General Lazarev to facilitate ties between the newly

"™ AKAK, vol. 1 (1866), 119.
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formed Russian administration and the local Armenian ecclesiastical authorities. The young
commander worked with Archbishop Efrem, the head of the Armenian eparchy in Georgia, to
compile detailed information about the composition, legal and financial procedures, and other
matters pertaining to the Armenian Church’s activities in Georgia.'*® However, in April 1801,
Efrem complained to Knorring that Lazarev interfered in the patriarchal election.

Before the selection of a new Catholicos after losif’s sudden death, four senior Armenian
archbishops from Persia arrived in Tiflis to pay their respects to the late church leader.
According to Efrem, Lazarev inexplicably detained in Tiflis these four Armenian clergymen,
preventing them from returning to Echmiadzin, where the election of a new Catholicos was set to
take place soon. Although Lazarev denied these accusations, this incident is valuable for the
emphasis Lazarev’s superior, General Knorring, placed on the Russian facilitation of an
unhindered patriarchal election. Knorring not only ordered Lazarev to release the priests and to
provide an explanation for his actions, but also made clear that, “the selection of the patriarch
depends upon the will of the Armenian people and its clergy, and [you] from here on must not
engage in even the smallest interference; I prohibit this to you, for such an event can precipitate
unpleasant consequences.”'™ A patriarchal election crisis, however, was not to be avoided, and
soon posed stark challenges for Russia.

Catholicos losif’s death, while perhaps alleviating potential conflicts with Persia over his
ostensible devotion to Russia, created a new difficulty. During the year he headed the Armenian
Church and before his arrival in Echmiadzin, Iosif had named a successor, Archbishop David,

the curator of the Echmiadzin monastery. Although the confirmation of a new Catholicos was
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determined by the entire Armenian diaspora of the Russian, Persian, and Ottoman empires, as
well as a few representatives from other states, losif’s endorsement of David placed much cachet
behind his candidacy. The ensuing drama over the new Catholicos’s selection pressed Russia
into defining its relationship with the Echmiadzin leader and helped solidify an official policy
that remained intact for half a century.

In the spring of 1801, candidates for the Echmiadzin patriarchy were selected. Of the
three archbishops, only two were seen as serious contenders: David, the Persian-subject curator
of the Echmiadzin monastery, and Daniil, an Ottoman-subject archbishop of Constantinople.'**
With the death of losif, the tsarist empire reluctantly conceded that the next Catholicos would not
be a Russian subject. However, owing to the death of Tsar Paul in March and the wresting of
Kartli Kakhetia, along with its sizable Armenian community, the 1801 election of the
Echmiadzin patriarch acquired new significance for Russian officials.

This affair was exacerbated when, on 28 April 1801, David, the late Catholicos’s chosen
candidate, was secretly “confirmed” as the new Echmiadzin patriarch. This unilateral decision of
Persian Armenians, supported by the Persian khan of Yerevan but taken without the participation
of Armenian delegates from Turkey or Russia, caused a tri-imperial crisis. Knorring immediately
alerted freshly crowned Tsar Alexander I to this news. Ottoman Armenians and their
government, in a rare display of parallel aims, protested this development. The Russian envoy in
Constantinople, Vasilii Tomara, informed Knorring that “the Armenians around here, or, more
specifically, local Armenian bankers, are attached [prilepleny] to Daniil,” and wished to see no

one but him confirmed Echmiadzin patriarch.'® Tomara was adamant that Daniil’s potential
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replacement of David boded poorly for tsarist interests, cryptically labeling the Ottoman
Armenian archbishop “devious” (khitryi)."”® The Russian diplomat emphasized that David’s
election, while unpopular in Constantinople, was legitimate because it not only obeyed late
Catholicos losif’s endorsement but also corresponded to the wishes of non-Ottoman Armenians.
Tomara urged Knorring to help him ensure the confirmation of David and to prevent
Constantinople Armenians and the Sublime Porte from replacing him with Daniil.

When, in June 1801, Ottoman Armenians dropped their opposition to David’s election,
and the Porte signaled its consent, the matter appeared resolved. However, within months, Tsar
Alexander wrote to his ambassador in Constantinople, Tomara, expressing concern at the number
of petitions he had received from various Armenian communities that rallied for Daniil, not
David, to be the Echmiadzin patriarch.'”' The young tsar, convinced that this represented the
wishes of the majority of Armenians, made clear that he supported Daniil.'”> By April 1802,
Knorring pressed the khan of Yerevan to allow the replacement of David with Daniil, a decision
that he emphasized corresponded to the desires of “all” Russian and Ottoman Armenians and
was affirmed by the respective monarchs. Knorring underscored that “according to ancient
customs and privileges of the Armenian nation, the choice must be left to the complete and
precise decision of this people, without the slightest external interference.”'®> The Yerevan khan,

embroiled in tensions with the new shah and expressing interest in Russian protection, had little
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incentive to oppose this turn of events. On 19 May 1802, Constantinople Archbishop Daniil
received the tsar’s formal recognition as Catholicos and permission to travel through Russia.'*

The active involvement—and even interference—of Russian agents in the selection of the
Catholicos signaled their acknowledgement of that person’s geopolitical leverage. The tsar and
his officials vacillated between supporting David and Daniil, ostensibly until the desire of the
“majority” of Armenians was ascertained, suggesting that the individual’s subjecthood was not
as important to St. Petersburg as his popularity with Armenians. The David-Daniil saga also
demonstrated the delicate balance that the Russian government maintained between pursuing its
interests, such as ensuing the confirmation of a Catholicos sympathetic to Russian ambitions,
while taking into account the wishes of the vast Armenian diaspora, within and outside of the
tsar’s realm. Russian officials knew little about Daniil’s political leanings, but despite the
objections of such tsarist agents as Ambassador Tomara, the affirmation of the candidate who
appeared most appealing to the Armenians of the South Caucasus (in Russia and Persia) dictated
the resolution of this affair. Finally, Lazarev’s warning to the Yerevan khan about the need to
demonstrate “due deference” and proper treatment toward the Echmiadzin monastery and its
clergy evinced Russia’s growing position as a patron of Christian Armenians living under
Muslim rule. For the rest of the nineteenth century, this element of Russo-Armenian ties
impacted not only the politics of the Caucasus but also informed the Eastern Question.

With Daniil’s appointment, St. Petersburg continued to promote itself as the protector of
Christians in neighboring Muslim empires. When Russia forced Turkey to sign the Treaty of
Kutchuk Kainardzhi in 1774, few contemporaries could have imagined the later implications of

the accord’s Article 7, which stipulated that the “Sublime Porte pledges to give the Christian
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faith and its churches firm protection and it grants the Ministers of the Russian Imperial Court
[the right] to protect all interests” of churches and their congregations.'”” By the early nineteenth
century, this notion of Russian protection for foreign-subject Christians had spread to include
Persia. Indeed, Tsitsianov intimated this to Daniil in February 1803, pledging to “use to your
benefit all those resources and methods, which I have at my disposal.”'”°

Russian authorities confirmed their commitment to Daniil when, in April 1803,
Tsitsianov learned that Daniil “received harassment and offenses, inflicted on him by the hate of
various evil people, who are driven solely by greed.”"”” The offending villains were not Persian
khans or bandits, but rather the shah’s Armenian subjects. A sizable group of Armenians in
Yerevan, coalescing around a few wealthy patrons, mounted a vociferous campaign in support of
David. Responding to the apparent harassment of Daniil by Persian Armenians, Tsitsianov
vowed to uphold the tsar’s decision at all costs, if need be with the use of the “invincible and
mighty” Russian army. The general threatened that if any more “offenses and disrespect” or
“animal-like” abuses befell Daniil, the tsar’s “terrifying ire”” would be unleashed upon the
tormentors of the legitimate Armenian patriarch. He also appealed to the shared Christian faith of
the Armenian and Russian peoples, and juxtaposed it to the Muslim rule of the shah and the

Yerevan khan. “Come to your senses!” pleaded the general, “Compare the meekness [krotost’] of

Christian rule with the ferocity [/iutost’] of Muslim rule; measure the tyranny of the latter against
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the tolerance of the former—you will see that ours reflects Christian laws inscribed in the Holy
Gospel, while theirs [reflects] contrary laws. Think again and fear!”'"®

Tsarist patronage of the Armenian Church leadership soon bore geopolitical fruit. After
Tsitsianov’s failed assault on Yerevan in 1804, for example, Armenian clergy organized the
relocation of Persian Armenians into Georgia, where they were granted generous tracts of land.
In one case, Archbishop Hovannes oversaw the migration of some 11,100 Armenian families
from Yerevan to Georgia, an act for which Tsitsianov praised him to the tsar.'”” Soon thereafter,
in a sign of his approval of this emigration, Catholicos Daniil nominated Hovannes to oversee
the Armenian eparchy of Georgia. In his support of this decision, Tsitsianov wrote to Tsar
Alexander that Hovannes demonstrated “unlimited diligence toward Russian benefits and his

99200

loyalty to [the tsarist empire].””" Tsar Alexander responded by confirming Hovannes as the

archbishop of the Armenian eparchy in Georgia. The tsar also, as attestation of the Armenian

priest’s “excellent diligence toward Russian benefits,” presented Hovannes with a “paean” to

commemorate his contributions to Russia’s efforts in the resettlement of Persian Armenians.””!
At the onset of the First Russo-Persian War in 1804, the shah’s authorities removed

Catholicos Daniil from Echmiadzin and prevented him from carrying out his duties. David, loyal

as ever to Persia, temporarily took the reins of the Armenian Church.?*” In a sign that Persian

4K AK, vol. 11 (1868), 275.

9 4K AK, vol. 11 (1868), 276.

*®In line with Tsitsianov’s caution about Armenians, he also expressed concern that the recently relocated

Armenians would wish to return to their former lands when his army conquered Yerevan.

O YKAK, vol. 11 (1868), 276.

*“The details of this development are unclear, but it is doubtful that the broader Armenian diaspora

recognized David’s authority.
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officials understood the degree to which many senior Armenian clergymen, and Daniil in
particular, sympathized with Russian political aims, the Persian government imprisoned the
Catholicos for nearly four years. Only in September 1807, after General Gudovich made Daniil’s
release and reinstatement a core demand of negotiations with Persian Crown Prince Abbas
Mirza, did the Armenian patriarch return to Echmiadzin.**?

Despite, or perhaps owing to, this experience, Daniil continued to correspond with senior
tsarist officials, not only in the Caucasus but also in St. Petersburg. In 1808, not long before
Gudovich’s renewed assault, Daniil wrote to Minister of Education Count Petr Zavadovskii,
thanking him for Russia’s patronage of Armenians and asking Zavadovskii to continue
cooperating with Russia’s Armenian elites, such as the Lazarev family.*** Persian authorities did
not overlook the Armenian patriarch’s close rapport with the shah’s foe. When the tsar’s army
reentered Yerevan khanate in October 1808, Persian officials again removed Daniil from
Echmiadzin to Yerevan, where the patriarch died—apparently of natural causes—not long after
the siege. With a new patriarchal election looming, the Russian empire solidified its policy
toward this important event.

As losif had done in 1799, before his death in February 1809 Daniil endorsed a candidate
to succeed him. The chosen priest, Archbishop Efrem, was a Russian subject who was reputed to
sympathize with St. Petersburg’s political goals, especially with regard to relocating Persian
Armenians into Russian territory. The tsar and his ministers did not object to Efrem’s

confirmation, and ensured that the frail patriarch’s wishes were widely publicized throughout

28 JKAK, vol. 111 (1869), 80.

*MRGIA, f. 733, op. 86, d. 174, 1. 2-3.
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Russia proper and the Caucasus.””” When, in January 1809, Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs
Saltykov asked General Gudovich to provide his assessment of Efrem’s candidacy, the state’s
geopolitical imperatives were on full display. “It goes without saying,” emphasized Saltykov,
“that the Russian Court must give its backing to that candidate, who, invited by the voice of the
people, is well known for his commitment and diligence toward the benefits of the Russian
empire.” Indeed, so crucial was the placement of a Russian-backed candidate, such as Efrem, at
the apex of the Armenian Church, that Saltykov ordered Gudovich to do everything in his power
to prevent the Persian government from installing its own candidate, such as David. The
potential implications of this decision compelled Saltykov to grant Gudovich the a+uthority to
confirm, without waiting for the tsar’s consent, any Armenian-chosen candidate whom Gudovich
deemed to be “a person loyal to Russia and pleasant to the Armenian people.”**

In a display of realpolitik, the tsar’s court pursued a goal of ensuring the election of a
Catholicos who was first and foremost sympathetic to Russian politics. Yet at the same time the
Russian government sought to merge its interests with Armenian desires. True, so paramount
were state interests in the patriarchal election matter, that Saltykov conceded that even in the
unlikely event of Persian-backed David’s election—which Russia opposed—the tsarist court
could still affirm this selection as long as David could be used to pursue Russian goals, such as
securing a peace treaty with Persia.””’” But these issues were left to Gudovich’s discretion, with

Saltykov emphasizing that the “most important wish of the Tsar Emperor is that in the selection

of the patriarch combine the benefits [pol zy] for the Russian Court with the desires of the

25 4KAK, vol. 111 (1869), 81.
206 4KAK, vol. 111 (1869), 81.

27 JKAK, vol. 111 (1869), 82.
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Armenian people, leaving everything else to your discretion.”**® After Daniil’s death in February
1809, several senior Armenian clergymen from Echmiadzin endorsed Efrem, as did many lay
Armenians in Georgia and the rest of the South Caucasus. Despite the opposition of some
Persian Armenians, the Armenians of Turkey and Russia elected Efrem to become the next
Catholicos. Gudovich rushed to affirm this selection in the name of the Russian empire,
expressing to St. Petersburg confidence in the new patriarch’s political reliability. Efrem’s “long
term residence in Russia and the immense generosities displayed to him by His Imperial
Majesty,” stressed the general, “can be firm guarantees that he, of course, will remain forever
loyal and diligent to Russia, [which is why] I consider that his royal confirmation as the
Armenian patriarch will both correspond to Russia’s interests and also be pleasant to the local

95209

Armenian people and clergy.””” Tsar Alexander’s confirmation of Efrem’s election in

September 1809 praised the new Catholicos for his “sincere diligence and loyalty to my imperial
throne, as demonstrated through many exploits.”*'°

Despite frequent conflict, Persian authorities at times courted Echmiadzin as actively as
their Russian rivals. Whereas as recently as 1807 the then pro-Russian Catholicos, Daniil, was
arrested and forcefully removed from Echmiadzin to Yerevan, the reception that the new, openly
pro-Russian Catholicos Efrem received in 1809 illustrated important developments. General
Tormasov, Gudovich’s successor, reported to Foreign Minister Rumiantsev that Persian Crown

Prince Abbas Mirza had personally greeted the Catholicos upon his arrival in the Persian realm.

But the crown prince forced Efrem and his retinue to take an oath of allegiance to the shah and

28 JKAK, vol. 111 (1869), 82.
29 JKAK, vol. 111 (1869), 83.

M0YKAK, vol. IV (1870), 173.
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also forbade him from wearing the tsar’s medals without also wearing the awards that Abbas
Mirza had presented to Efrem.”'" At the same time, Abbas Mirza—to Tormasov’s surprise—
decreed for Efrem an annual payment equivalent to 4,000 rubles, a sum that exceeded the
salaries of any preceding Armenian patriarch. These Persian overtures toward the Echmiadzin
leader appeared at least partially successful, because soon after his arrival in Echmiadzin Efrem
requested the venerable Armenian monastery’s treasures, which Tsitsianov had removed in 1804
“for safekeeping” in Tiflis, to be returned to the monastery in Persian territory. Despite
Tormasov’s resistance, the tsar approved this request in late October 1810. For the next several
decades, this Russo-Persian rivalry for influence over the Echmiadzin Catholicos, and also the
role of Ottoman Armenians and their government’s interests, defined the dynamics of the tri-
imperial feuding in which Russo-Armenian ties evolved.

Conclusion

The Russo-Armenian encounter of the early nineteenth century represented a two-way
dynamic. Armenians invited tsarist patronage and made tangible contributions to the fortification
of the Romanov, and then Soviet, empires as the overlord of the South Caucasus for nearly two
centuries. During these formative years of the Russo-Armenian partnership, Armenians began to
enter tsarist service and to achieve prominence within Russia’s social and bureaucratic hierarchy.
To cite one example from this era, the son of Armenian-heritage tsarist General losif Bebutov,
Vasilii, who had been raised in Tiflis during his father’s posting in the South Caucasus, returned

to the region in 1810 to serve under the command of General Tormasov after becoming the first

M 4KAK, vol. IV (1870), 174-75. These were symbolic honors and commendations provided by each

empire’s royal court to the Armenian patriarch.
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Armenian to graduate from the elite Cadet Corps in St. Petersburg.”'* Given the insurgency of
North Caucasian highlanders and the passive resistance of some Georgian elites, it is no
exaggeration to claim that, among the native peoples of the Caucasus in the first fifteen years of
the nineteenth century, Russia had no closer ally than the Armenian nation.

For its part, the tsarist state looked to advance its geopolitical objectives through the
direct and indirect participation of the Armenian nation and church. To this end, it played a
pivotal role in the election of the Echmiadzin Catholicos and strove to merge its priorities with
the desires of the Armenian nation in this regard. Russia annexed the South Caucasus mainly out
of political reasons, including a desire to maintain parity with the expanding French and British
empires, but also remained eager to take advantage of the economic opportunities provided by
interstate and international trade in the Near East.

With all of Georgia and several Persian khanates annexed and thousands of new subjects
absorbed into the tsar’s realm, the Romanov state between 1801 and 1816 made key
advancements on its way to claiming the Caucasus. However, with such formidable Persian
citadels as Yerevan—the capture of which had eluded two tsarist generals—still maintaining the
shah’s grip on parts of the region, tsars Alexander I and Nicholas I (1825-55) set their sights on
consolidating their imperial possessions by completing the Russian conquest of Eastern Armenia.
New challenges and opportunities between 1816 and 1828, when St. Petersburg finally seized
Yerevan and Echmiadzin, would shape and reshape the evolution of Russo-Armenian relations.

The estate-based Russian social system of the early nineteenth century granted not

individual rights characteristic of modern citizenship but collective rights and obligations that

212 . L L, , . C
B. T. Ovanesov and N. D. Sudavtsov, Voenno-administrativnaia deiatel ’nost’ armian v rossiiskoi

imperii na kavkaze (Stavropol’: Nairi, 2008), 34.
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allowed it to respond to the growth of the empire.*"> To be sure, some ethnic or national
communities received preferential status based on their immediate or future contributions to the
vitality of the empire. Alexander Morrison has argued that in the 1860s, Russia “saw the creation
of legal and administrative differences that offer some parallels to the division between

214 But as this and the next

metropole and colony seen in the British and French empires.
chapters demonstrate, such differences existed in the early decades of the nineteenth century, as
St. Petersburg privileged Armenians and other groups in a manner that challenged narratives of
European hegemony over non-Europeans. While the Russo-Armenian bond was grounded in

religious kinship, Armeno-Georgian and Russo-Georgian ties show that the autocracy considered

not just religious affiliation when picking its allies.

*SEric Lohr, Russian Citizenship: From Empire to Soviet Union (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,

2012).

*!4Alexander Morrison, “Metropole, Colony, and Imperial Citizenship in the Russian Empire,” in Kritika

13, no. 2 (Spring 2012): 330-31.
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CHAPTER 2: ARMENIANS IN THE RUSSIAN POLITICAL IMAGINATION, 1815-1830

“The question will always remain: in Russia, do Armenians possess more rights than
Russians?”
-Finance Minister Egor Kankrin, 1827
“We rather eat Russian grass than Persian bread.”
-Armenian refugees, 1828
In 1816, Admiral Count Nikolai Mordvinov, Russia’s first naval minister and one of its
most eminent political thinkers, envisioned his empire’s future engagement with, and domination
of, the Orient. He suggested that through adroit diplomacy and economic incentives, more than
artillery and bayonets, Russia could ensure a peaceful and profitable future in the Caucasus and
beyond. “Europe is antiquated [ustarela] and requires little of our surplus,” he argued, “Asia is
young, immature, can connect with Russia more closely, and all [our] superiority in
enlightenment and labor will serve to grow Russia’s might over this vast and most important part

of the world.”?*"

Buoyed by recent triumphs over the French emperor, the Persian shah, and the
Ottoman sultan, the tsarist political elite set its sights on claiming the still-unconquered parts of

the Caucasus. To do so, as Mordvinov and other influential liberals proposed, required flexible

politics that drew on the participation of Caucasus natives in the Russian imperial project.

5 Akty, sobrannye Kavkazskoiu Arkheograficheskoiu Kommissieiu (hereafter AKAK) (Tiflis: Glavnoe
upravlenie namestnika kavkazskogo, 1873, vol. V), 951-53. Mordvinov argued that Russia and the
natives of the Caucasus had parallel economic priorities, which had to be privileged over the tactics of
armed conquest and military occupation. Only then could peace and prosperity characterize the Russian-
native encounter in the Caucasus.
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This Russian imperial project drives this chapter. To demonstrate that tsarist imperial
objectives were as contingent as complex, I examine the state’s policies toward three distinct
co