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Georgian Entrepreneurship (late XIX-early XX cc.)
Summary

The incorporation of Georgia into the Russian Empire in the
beginning of the 19" century, quite surprisingly, played as a catalyz-
er for the development of entrepreneurial activity in late 19"-early
20" centuries Georgia. There were several important factors favor-
ing this development in Georgia: stable internal as well as external
political situation around the country; geographic proximity of the Ot-
toman and Persian Empires; Russian Empire’s economic interests
such as growth of trade in order to compete with major European
states (France and Great Britan) for the marlets in these two Middle
East countries. Thus, the proximity of Georgia to the Ottoman and
Persian Empires was reflected in trade growth and other economic
activities between the two coutnries on the one hand and the South
Caucausus overall on the other.

This development is well reflected in various biographies of
the Georgian entrepreneurs discussed in this work. For instance,
Akaki Khoshtaria’s wide business network was spread across the
Ottoman and Persian Empires. This, in turn, reflected the Russian
Empire’s wider economic aspirations/ambitions which we have just
mentioned above.

These economic and political developments led to Tbilisi be-
ing steadily transformed throughout the 19" century into an entre-
preneurial center of the South Caucaus. A look at the map shows
that the geographic location too favored the city as it is located right
in the center of the entire Caucasus. Moreover, a relatively good
condition of transportation roads around Thbilisi also helped the city
gain a prominent position in the region. For instance, in Mikael Ar-
amiants’ biography we see how he eventually left Baku to manage
his business empire from Thbilisi. Yet another reason for transforming
Thilisi into a hub of poitical and business activity was the Tsarist ad-
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ministration which chose the city as its capital in the Caucasus.

Moreover, the Russian Empire under the Romanov dynasty
was a capitalist country. Entrepreneurship in general and various
stories of businessmen in the Empire were very similar to what could
quite often be found in west Europe of the time. As aresult, in the sec-
ond half of the 19" century entrepreneurs in various fields emerge in
Georgia and began creating world-famous Georgian brands. Their
products were spred not only across the Russian Empire itself, but
traded extensively in the Middle East and Europe.

Advantageous geographic location, developing economy as
well as other reasons also led many famous European companies
and entrepreneurs into the South Caucasus and Georgia in particu-
lar. Nobels, Rotschilds, Siemens and many others from west Europe
clearly saw those big business opportunities which existed in Geor-
gia by the time. Surely, Georgia’s importance in these families’ busi-
ness calculus was based on clearly determining the country’s transit
potential. It is also worth noting that foreign investors and inventor
through extending their entrepreneurial activity in the South Cauca-
sus contributed to a notable technological development of Georgia.

The study of entrepreneurs and various business stories
in this book is quite rare generally in the Georgian historiography.
Separate biographies of famous entrepreneurs such as Mitrophane
Laghidze, Akaki Khoshtaria, Mikael Aramiants and others almost do
not exist. Moreover, also understudied are business activities of the
Rotschild, Nobel and Siemens families in Georgia.

At the same time, internet is full of information on the
above-mentioned entrepreneurs and their Georgian businesses.
However, quite often the information is incomplete and full of incor-
rect details. True, there had been attempts by scholars in the past to
study the lifes and business activities of late 19"-early 20" century
foreign and local entrepreneurs in the Georgia. Indeed, a lot of inter-
esting details can certainly be found scattered in those articles and
books. However, overall the information often does not correspond
to the major question posed in this book: how was business done in
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late 19™-early 20" centuries Georgia? Therefore, today there is an
urgent need to study this question more comprehensively, particu-
larly at the time when there are plenty of unstudied sources such as
newspapers, memoirs, and archival documents.

Still, it is hard to perceive as to why such a rich tradition
of entrepreneurship in late 19™"-early 20" centuries Georgia has so
far remained so unexplored. One of possible explanations could be
found behind the establishment of the Bolshevik regime in Geor-
gia in 1921. As it is shown in this work, foreign and local entrepre-
neurship in Georgia has almost entirely been stopped and wiped
out of the country through expropriations or other means. Wealthy
merchants and entrepreneurs became class enemies of the new
political leadership and it was quite logical for the scholars of the
Communist era to avoid researching on Georgian and foreign entre-
preneurs working in Georgia. This even could partially explain the
fact that those small works which do exist on Georgian entrepre-
neurship have only been created in the period since Georgia had
regained independence in 1991.

This gap in the Georgian historiography makes the research
and study of late 19™-early 20" centuries Georgian entrepreneur-
ship essential in its own right. Since the necessary information is so
spread in old archival and press material, which makes it difficult to
write a general history of Georgian entrepreneurship, we thought of
building our narrative through biographies of various entrereneurs
and other business stories. This book will be the first modest step
towards a more extensive research in the future of the questions
raised here.

Now let us turn to the actual contents of the present work:

Through the research on the Nobels and other foreign en-
trepreneurs we tried to show what were the conditions for business
activity in late 19™-early 20" centuries Georgia.

While perusing the chapter on the Nobels’ activities in Geor-
gia, readers will find interesting details on another important family
— the Rotschilds — which was likewise heavily involved in business
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across Georgia and modern Azerbaijan. These both families have
not been properly studied in Georgia. The two contributed exten-
sively to the development of the largest railway and pipeline infra-
structure in Georgia.

We put the famous Siemens family into the same category.
The Siemens laid the longest telegraph in the world — London-Cal-
cutta (modern Kolkata) — through Georgia. This contributed to the
regional connectivity enabling Georgian cities get news from Europe
and other parts of the world on a daily basis rather than with several
days. Moreover, the Siemens were the first inventors and entrepre-
neurs who found and extracted oil in Georgia, in the Kakheti prov-
ince. Thus, overall the foreign entrepreneurs contributed extensive-
ly to South Caucasus’ and Georgia’s technological progress which
perhaps had the largest effect on the population in general.

Beyond the fact that Akaki Khoshtaria’s biography is largely
unknown to a wider public, his life and business activities reflects
how interconnected was Georgia with Persian and the Ottoman Em-
pires. He was famous for his patronage of art and the support for
Georgia’s short independence of 1918-1921.

Mitrophane Laghidze’s life is notable as it shows how small
business was developingin across Georgia in late XIX-early XX cen-
turies. Laghidze’s entrepreneurial life proves that despite the fact
that Thilisi held a central economic and administrative position in the
region, other small Georgian cities too had active business life.

Mikael Aramiants’ biography is notable as beyond the South
Caucasus, his business was also spread in major European and
Asian cities. Aramiants’ life shows the economic and administrative
centrality of Thilisi in the region. Indeed, after each success and
failure in his business career Aramiants headed to Tbilisi where he
eventually settled to manage his business empire. Moreover, re-
search on his life provided here is far more important from a purely
academic point of view as until now there have not been any notable
works done on this issue.

Readers will also find a large chunk of this work dedicated
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to the question of first Georgian advertisement. Some might find
advertisement as not an important academic question to work on,
but the quantity and quality of advertisments in Georgian newspa-
pers of late XIX-early XX centuries could be taken as an indicator of
business development in the country. First Georgian advertisement
is a separate topic for academic research which up until now has not
extensively been touched upon.

Along with the Georgian advertisement, another chapter
from non-biographical theme is on the Chiatura manganese, its dis-
covery and extraction in west Georgia. The focus in this chapter has
been on how the business sector (separate Georgian and foreign
business figures as well as local and foreign companies) got steadily
interested in new raw material discoveries.

Thus, as a conclusion it could be easily claimed that this
work overall will serve as a good basis for further research on the
above-mentioned subjects and an in-depth business history of
Georgia in general. It is also worth noting that the present work is
only the first part in a series on Georgian entrepreneurs and various
business stories from late XIX-early XX centuries.

The present book, in addition to its academic strengths and
advantages explained above, will be interesting to all involved in re-
search on late XIX-early XX centuries history of Georgia. Moreover,
others interested more generally in the history of Russian dominance
in the South Caucasus will also find this book notable to peruse for
advancing their knowledge.
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