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The conclusion of the dialogue between King Heraclius 11 (1720—
1798) and his vice chancellor, Solomon Lionidze (1754-1811) —
as it appears in Nikoloz Baratashvili’s (1817-1845) epic poem
Fate of Kartli (1839) —is preserved in our collective memory in
the following form:

“That, whether today or tomorrow,

The Russian sovereign power will protect Kartli!..”

At the same time, the text creates a tension with King

Heraclius’s earlier statement:

“I shall heed your counsel

And silence the yearnings of my heart,”
which implies that the Georgian king shared the vice chancellor’s
apprehension about the loss of Kartli-Kakheti’s freedom. The
later passage, however, suddenly introduces the assurance that the
Russian sovereign power will protect Kartli. This juxtaposition
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suggests that an underlying shift in meaning may be concealed
within what appears, on the surface, to be a coherent conclusion.

What, then, accounts for this discrepancy?

In every printed version of Fate of Kartli — whether derived
from the epic’s manuscripts, autographs, or copies — the relevant
wording contains the same verb: “protect”. All versions agree in
this respect except one: a manuscript associated with Dimitri
Kipiani (1814-1887). In that passage, only one word differs; yet
that single divergence significantly alters the ideological import of
Fate of Kartli, clarifying its conceptual direction and eliminating
any lingering ambiguity.

Before considering this key word, it is essential to note that
the 1922, 1939, and 1945 editions of Baratashvili’s works did not
incorporate the Kipiani manuscript as a source. Although the
manuscript was identified in the 1968 and 1972 editions, it was
not treated as a distinct version — or even as a textual variant — and
no account was taken of its textual differences.

Julieta Gabodze devoted particular attention to the Kipiani
manuscript. She examined it closely, identified it as an important
witness to the epic’s transmission, and argued for its scholarly
significance in her essay, “The Unknown Edition of Baratashvili’s
Bedi Qartlisa (Fate of Kartli): Self-Censorship or the Poet’s
Creative Will?” Her study documents numerous lexical
differences, grammatical variants and clear structural divergences.

Against this broader background, the most striking feature
is the altered meaning of the passage when compared with the text
treated as canonical — namely, an alteration generated by a single,

decisive word:
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“That, whether today or tomorrow,
The Russian sovereign power will conquer Kartli.”

“Conquer”!

Not “protect”, but “conquer”.

This change brings the poem’s artistic and ideological
stance into sharp relief.

It is also noteworthy that most of the variant readings occur
in both of Nikoloz Baratashvili’s autograph manuscripts as well
as in a printed source derived from one of them — thereby further
reinforcing the significance of this textual tradition. There
remains, however, one exception: “conquer”.

Taken together, these observations provide compelling
grounds for viewing Dimitri Kipiani’s manuscript as an
authorised source of the poem, derived from one of the autograph
witnesses. Accordingly, the Kipiani manuscript should not be
understood merely as an alternative reading within an established
text but as a distinct version of the epic. This conclusion allows
the researcher to state: “We now possess four versions of the
poem.”

The ideological shift — specifically, the substitution of “will
protect” for the phrase “will conquer” — may be explained by self-
censorship. The circulation of an autograph manuscript would
inevitably have attracted the attention of the authorities, and the
verb “conquer”, which directly challenged Russian state
propaganda, would not have escaped punishment had it been
discovered. 22-year-old Baratashvili vividly remembered the
harsh consequences he had endured during his student years for
composing and covertly circulating satirical verses. For this
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reason, he was inclined to wveil the poem’s ideological
commitments, embedding them within transparent subtexts and
formulations that could plausibly be interpreted as innocuous.
Read in this light, the passage should therefore be understood as
follows:

“That, whether today or tomorrow,

The Russian sovereign power will conquer Kartli.”

Finally, it is especially significant that this intention —

central to the epic’s meaning — was held precisely in the version
maintained by Saint Dimitri Kipiani. The Russian authorities
killed Kipiani for his unwavering patriotism and devoted service
to Georgia. Although he serviced officially in the Russian Empire,
Kipiani used his high position to benefit his homeland.
Symbolically, he also played a vital role in preserving for future
generations — after 185 years — the original edition of Nikoloz
Baratashvili’s epic, Fate of Kartli.

. __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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