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PREFACE

Ilia Chavchavadze (1837-1907), then Prince, now Saint, was one of the three great
figures in Georgian poetry and prose of his time who had earned the right to be known by his
Christian name alone. Of those three (the others being Akaki Tsereteli and Vazha Pshavela) he
was perhaps not the deepest or the most intensive, but he was certainly the broadest and the most
outgoing. His prose ranges from colourful and critical fiction - for example, the story 'kacia-
adamiani ?!" ('ls he human ?!") - to persuasive political essays; his poetry from romantic lyrics to
didactic narratives.

Ilia reserved his greatest energy for civic action - social change, political representation,
once this became possible in the Russian empire - and despite his aristocratic background stood
for a unified, revitalised autonomous Georgia that would be liberal, Christian and parliamentary.

For this he was killed. Whether the bullets were fired by agents of the Tsarist's secret
police or by a gang of Bolsheviks was, and is once more, disputed. Either side may have
assassinated him to discredit the other. Or, like Prime Minister Stolypin, he was too outstanding
a figure to be tolerated and his assassin was working for both the extreme right and the extreme
left.

All llia's poetry had a purpose: to awaken the Georgian reader from his self-absorbed
torpor into a sense of past ideals and glory. If he idealized Orthodox Christianity and the national
spirit of the feudal Georgian kingdom it was to give a structure to the newly educated Georgian
that Ilia was helping to bring about with his newspapers (‘'lveria’) and schools. There is almost
nothing egocentric in his work: it was destined to foster talent however unlikely. (The young
Jughashvili, Stalin, had his first poem published by Ilia Chavchavadze).

'King Dimitri's Sacrifice' (literally: King Dimitri who laid down his head) is one of the
finest and most typical of Ilia's narratives. Framed as a folk poem sung by a blind musician, it is
meant as a window to another world. Its language is deliberately exalted even archaic, yet
alternating imagery of nobility with didactic Christian wisdom. Above all, it is a modern
reinterpretation of feudalism, where the duty of king to vassal is tragically even greater than the
general duty of the subject.

Ilia Chavchavadze's poetics incorporate much that stems from Shota Rustaveli's 'Knight
in the Panther's Skin': virtuosity of rhyme, symmetry, alternation of aphorism and narrative. He
also learnt from the Russian romantics, from Lermontov and from Aleksei Tolstoy, how to
combineplasticaly and lyricism with storystelling, but above all how to use a recreated mediaeval
world as a critique of modern times.

This translation takes as few liberties as possible with Ilia's text, but allows for the more
laconic nature and the sparser rhymes of English by reducing four Georgian lines to two English
lines.

1987
Donald Rayfield
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KING DIMITRI'S SELF-SACRIFICE
(Dedicated to Petre Nakashidze)

A day of rest: by the church

Work worn people gathered to chat.
Under a lime tree, silent, apart,

A blind pandora player sat.

'Oh, stop the cackle,' one lad called out,

"We've worries enough about our plight.

Here we can let our fancies roam:

Blind player, by our ancestors, stand and recite!



Tell us, old man, of things that have happened,
Give us a tale, take the rust off our souls.

Good stories distract the heart from its sorrows,
A heart that's reared in worry and woe.'

The pandora player sat up straight,

Grace transformed his clouded face.

He reached out and raised his pandora,
Struck the strings and sang without haste:
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Gather round for a heart-warming story
Of what we Georgians used to be.

When Georgia's fate was in Georgian hands,
When love of our country was our glory,

Were your forefathers' hearts like flints?
Fathers gave sons, brothers-rothers

For their country. Every birth
Meant one more warrior, peasant or prince.

A mother hoped as she suckled her boy
That his life or death would serve the homeland.

To sky or be slaughtered like a lion:
War with the foe was a Georgian's joy.

In the fatherland's trials, our own were forgotten.
Love armoured our hearts, we had swords, not knives.
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Thus, children, lived a Georgian man.
Good fame or death was always the motto.

Great were the men who have you for posterity:
The proof in their fight for faith and territory.

And now? We're only cows for milking:
We've lost renown and family tradition.

We aren't what we were. Let's not be what we are:
God saves those who serve as paths for their children.

A man is a bridge for those in the rear,
Set your sights on tomorrow to cope with today.

Sighs and groans are no use: men must be men.
Light up the way and burn like a flare.
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This faith gave Georgia unbeatable might.
Unscathed by its foes in unequal fight.

Now listen closely: this is truth, not romance.
Our forefathers once were ruled by a king,

Dimitri by name, broad-shouldered, tall, strong.
Unmatched in prowess with arrows or lance.

Regal indeed, fine in gaze and in figure,
To hostile outsiders a scourge, to his own.

Compassionate, godly, he put on at night
A humble runic to visit the beggars.

He helped the widowed and the orphaned,
Gave alms and food to the destitute,
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Heard the complaints of anyone grieving,
Consoled the distressed, relieved the paupers.

Wolf and goal in his realm grazed together;
Church and laymen bid him live forever.

v

Dimitri then ruled his realm as a vassal
To the Mongol Khan, who was overlord.

A rebel arose among the Mongols
And took half the Khanate over in battle.

Our king kept faith with the Khan, unlike others:
Real men stick loyally to their liege.

While Khan and rebel wrestled for power,
Sons slaughtered fathers, brothers smashed brothers.
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The Khan lost and was killed. The rebel fought
To take the Khanate. He dragged to pieces

The Khan's wife and child by horses' tails
And beheaded those loyal to the first Khan's court.

\

Our king was next. 'Does he resist us?
As | breathe, he must die; the new Khan said

And sent a message, 'Come and explain,
Or I turn your country to dust and cinders.'

Our brave king, dejected, caught the infidel's gist:
The horde was God's wrath and no idle threat.

Army and people were as brave as their king,
But one against hundreds, though rock, can't resist.
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Dimitri grew thoughtful and sought for advice:
' die, if I go; my land dies if I don't.’

Then he ordered, 'l call for my lords and high priests:
"Think cunning, strike hard," is a kingly device.

Will they advise my staying or going,
The fall of the king or the country’s ruin?"

Vi

He quickly summoned nobles, high priests,
Viziers, judges, field commanders.

Majestic, proud, he received the respect
Of all his vassals, greatest and least.

They could not sate their ears or eyes
With the handsome Dimirri's speech and figure.
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'My lords,' he said, 'the matter is grave:
Either myself or the country survives.

Hear the message the Khan has sent us:
"Come as | bid." (I have made him bitter.)

"If not, | shall devastate your land
And make your country rubble and cinders."

If I go, as you know, death is my fate.
Frankness is loyal: let your counsel be straight.’

VilI

The nobles listened, stepped forward, filled
With bitter forebodings by this news.



'We cannot, o King, believe our ears:
What becomes of your country if you are killed?
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What use it you're killed are our homes and chattel?

There'll be no second Dimitri born.

Let the bloodthirsty heathen come as he says
And try your loyal men in battle.

Have Georgians yet fled from enemy threat?
Have Georgians ever withdrawn from the field?

Speak: like our forefathers, we'll make him repent,
Or for our king our blood be shed.

Yield our king to the foe? Do not vex
Your brooding subjects' loving hearts.



Do not dishonour ourselves and our children:
Let his sabres be tested against our necks'.
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'King, you are right: you would only be murdered,’
The commander spoke our. 'Don't: we have swords?

Unavenged, kingless? The sages taught
That life without honour is always a burden.

Keep our ancestors' code, spare us disgrace,
And like theirs, | swear, our swords will strike.'

King Dimitri bowed his annointed head;



Dejected, he hid for a while his face...
IX

At last he spoke: "This land is God's trust.
Should I live and it perish, where is the grace?

One against ten we could smash the foe's threat.
But one against hundreds... That's why I'm aghast.
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I know none of us would run from a hundred,
But all the same we'd be overwhelmed.



A desolate land would be ashes and rubble,
Churches and abbeys demolished and plundered.

Our ancestors' shrines would all be defiled,
Our dead dug up, dragged by dogs and pigs,

Virgins, wives besmirched and raped,
Pregnant women disembowelled,

Mothers forced to eat their first-born,
Babies flailed and threshed like corn.

X

So many innocents would undergo torment
That the stones would weep for the fate of the poor.
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My country's agony would be on my head,



King Dimitri's name would be abhorrent.

For what? Sparing me fear involves
Deserting my people, letting them perish.

A king knows his duty. Shame on the shepherd
Who runs and leaves his sheep to the wolves.

Is it shame to surrender myself to the foe?
I let my blood flow for my people's sake.

If their dying for me is justified,
My dying for them is all the more so.

No, | go at once, at God's behest.
King Dimitri dies, but his soul is blessed.

XI
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Xl

Now give me your valued words, high priest:
Should the king lay down his life, or no?"

The high priest wept. 'It's hard to speak,
I speak in anguish, for my own heart bleeds.

King, your country requires your sacrifice:
It's a sin against God to spurn my words.

Fate exacts a bitter toll:
No loving vassal can give better advice.

This evil day | weep, but urge
You, die for others like Jesus Christ.

Let flesh in God's name yield to spirit,
Don't forgo heaven for the sake of this earth.’

XII
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X1

The king approved the priest's wise thought;
Prouder still, he addressed the gathering:

‘Lords, you have heard the holy priest:
We must die for others, our Redeemer taught.

Let not the people nor God be betrayed,
I lay down my life if that is God's wish.

I commend this country to your care:
Let the rich give the poor no cause for hate.

Spread wealth regardless of might or station.
See to the destitute, not the powerful.

If I come back, | pay you twice over;
If not, pray to God for my salvation.

He wept and all who heard him wept
A lion of a man should have a soft: heart.
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A tear in die eye of an iron man
Is testament to his spirit's depth.

X1

The lords dispersed, for his speech was done.
His attendants had to prepare to travel.

The fearless king was now off to the Horde:
A hero's words and actions are one.

Like ants the palace servants fussed.
The day dawned. Rumours filled the town.

‘The Kking insists on sacrifice,
He won't betray the people’s trust.’

The city seethed, crowds came to stare,
Broke down the palace gates and saw
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The squadron ready to escort him.
Acclaim and grief echoed in the square.

The baggage went first on pack-horse and mule.
The horsemen followed, their bridles bejewelled.

XV

Lords and gentry in silver and gold
Outshone one another. When they mounted

Armour and bridles clanged and tinkled,
Ranks of horsemen superb to behold.

Riders and horses were a sight without peer,
No blemish marred their lofty beauty.

Ridden by courtiers of the king,
A reserve of horses stood in the rear.
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The horses' splendour raised gasps of delight;
Each one with its tackle was worth a village.

But what surprassed the most covetous dreams
Was one fine horse, an Arab white.

This, the king's horse, as fierce as a panther,
Let none but the king put foot in stirrup.

Proud as a lion, soft as a fawn,
By Dimitri alone it could be tamed.

Its eyes flashed lightning, it longed to move,
Reared up and pawed the ground with his hooves.

XV

Ready with sabre, bow and arrow,
The lords moved off behind their king.

d9539L sbens Fbo®mTomx3bogs
30w dfboc) d030gwdmags®o
s 3By 3bbog 3 dg 3610
%9300 Boglg L3sLOEPsGO.



90030993560 LML s 335901

39530L 05325005 JOLY,
135U SMO 30 3005300 MBAL

MIM5© FSM3HYOILS.

boerbog s3bgs Ms30L dgxzgl
3080ms s {bowoms,

9939L 30 3R @d
dommM30L FMEol-(3H303000M0.

»063d30s v - ,,M5Ls LHMbbse?
0465, Mg 30 Loddbgaros!..
9M0LIMZ0L 03 HIOS
d9530L5m30L Labgos.

653 03035, dmdogzoL,
39 0dobm3z0lL 56 306s03WwM...

09396 FoOL sAbLBom... g9 304369
d9 9439960l FoMob Lobsgurm®.

bds Bofiys, 39goM-65 Lod3s,
3dm9gads 35w do 3690¢00...
0J9)mo: 930L530 FoQoMbo

39LE9bL BHyYz00l MO HMHgIo.

M 35@o bogbdsg bLryenandds,
bds 350L3s J30mobobs,

3L 333 JEM3d, 30d0
M3obd QO J3Mogz-mbMobs.

On his left the angry commander frowned,
On his right the high priest was struck with sorrow.

The priest lamented Dimitri the martyr,
The commander defeat without a fight.

The crowd responded with cries of dismay
That made their plight for the king all the harder.

'What has to be, will be done,' he declared.
'Rejoice, this is renown for a king.

| am not downcast: let it be.
Through me my country will be spared.'

He broke off. Tears welled in his eyes.
A leaden anvil can break a rock.



The grief-stricken crowd sighed, then sobbed;
Orphans and widows voiced desperate cries.
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The crowd divided as the king's men neared,;
Two strong lads carried an old man through.

Frail and trembling, he was brought to the square.
His chest was covered by a long white beard.

Propped on a stick, a lad at each shoulder,
The old man was set before the king.



Though not long for this world, a foot in the grave.
His fervent heart had grown no older.

XVII

'l speak to you, King, from beyond the tomb.
Swallow your wrath with a loyal vassal:

Our grim fate's burden hangs on our neck.
You have been pledged to our country's doom.
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Dimitri in heart, we know, is not feeble
When our nation's cause demands his death.

But what use if you die? Whose manly deeds



Will hold together your fatherless people?

Who'll turn to delight our toil without cease?
Who'll lighten the yoke of our earthly life?

I weep, for you're making a nation of orphans,
For you'll guide us no longer to happiness and peace.

Helpless and troubled, we have succour no more:
Their patron's deserted the widows, the poor.

XVII

Courage, King! Faint-hearted, are we?
Our blazing hearts would smelt their iron!
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Why leave, for there's another course:
Summon your menfolk to the army.

Few, but brave, we can be like djinns.
We have often crushed the enemy's hordes.

The lads that support me are both my sons,
In strength and bravery matching twins.

Instead of yours, take the lives of these brothers.
War shows the lions that Georgia's raised.

Lead all our menfolk to meet the foe,
Let those that: hang back go to bed with their mothers.

In Georgia's past we have never, surely.
Bowed our necks to the foe without war.

Let's never accept defeat without battle:
Win or be slaughtered with fame and glory!

XIX
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XIX

They beat to the grave, these hearts of ours, and
I believe your loyalty, old man,

But I shan't call men up for a bloodbath
Nor let for my sake the foe kill ten thousand.

Our fate is fickle like the weather.
Your lives may yet be needed more.

If | can't be spared, then how can you be?
That many be saved by one man is better.

Could not Christ our Lord have set himself free?
For his people's salvation he was nailed to the tree.

XX

A king must rescue his country from strife.
If he dies for his people he lives in their hearts
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A life laid down is not real death;
Only the inglorious can truly lose life.

I choose sacrifice, and that is enough.
I must die to spare all mothers' tears.

I go, then God decides what befalls:
In the wake of wrath comes my subjects’ love.

The thirst of my soul cannot be quenched.
Let providence do what it desires.

You're safe from slaughter and pillage. For me
Your prayers and blessings soften the wrench.'

XXI1

All fell to the ground, by the king amazed.
Struck as it were by thunder from heaven.
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The splendour of grace holds a man in thrall
Terror not of evil, but of such great grace.

XX

The people aroused the king's compassion.
'I'm sad to go, God give you peace.

Don't be bewildered by what I do:
Reason and love dictate this action.

Your king says farewell, and he implores
All of you to forgive his sins.'

Dimitri, resplendent as the sun,
Lithe as a panther, lept on his horse.

His grandeur, mounted, was enough to stun
An enemy's eyes with envious wonder.
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He took his leave of his palace courtiers.
The lords picked their arms up: the ride had begun.

The high priest refused to stay: he implored
The king to let him ride with them.

As squadron and king left the city,
Everyone wept, both peasant and lord.

XX

While Dimitri rode to the Mongol Horde,
The Khan began to doubt his coming.

He ordered his generals, 'Gather an army.
Alive or dead, the king must be caught.

Destroy his land if you cannot find him,
Uproot and burn every town in your path.'
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Then the paths of the Horde and Dimitri crossed:
The king knew that here were evil tidings.

His men did not speak, but he sought an oath:
If, unprovoked, they humiliate me,

Swear to keep silent. This horde will kill
Not only you, if roused to wrath,

But our people too, and ravage the land.
Brave men, thwarted, don't visit vexations

On innocent kinsmen. God's will in God's time.
"Discretion is valour," the wise understand.

Relieve my spirit, swear: no bloodshed,
Or the king bears the blame on the Day of Judgement.'

XXIV
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XXIV

They were forced to swear it, however vexed,
For their fatherland they swallowed their pride.

Some clutched their breasts, saying, "Woe to my mother,
Our shame's not avenged on Tatar necks."'

The king spoke, 'Ask them their demands,
If it's me they want, let them do their worst.'

His messenger left and then returned:
'l have seen their general at your command.

He said: "Should the king be surrendered,



We now withdraw and won't harm your land."”

His land was safe; the king praised God.
‘My sinful blood can be expended.’

In front of the general he checked his horse,
Saying, 'l am the king. Do as you like.’
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They fell on him like the Jews on Christ;
The annointed king was bound with cords.

XXV

Like a lamb to a jungle leopard, he
Was brought to the bloodthirsty heathen Khan.



'How dared you stand up for my enemy?
Answer: today you're in jeopardy.

I've said already: your head must: roll.
Not even my God can alter this.

But first you must repent your guilt,
Purge at my feet your treacherous soul.'

The king said, 'Force can plough uphill,
But gives you no right to question me.
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Why should | bother to speak or repent?
I answer to virtue and my own free will.



I shan't question why you see fit
To spill my blood: vultures are vultures.'

'How dare he speak like that?' raged the Khan,
'Beat him, throw him in a foul dark pit.'

Into a dungeon, surrounded by guards,
They threw our king, and the doors were barred.

XXVI

The godless Khan would not behead
The good king rill he'd tortured him.

Like a vulture a dove, he tore at him,
Unsated by the blood he'd shed.
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Cruelly racked, the king lay sprawled,
Worn out, uncared for, in pitch dark.

He came to his senses, kneeled in tears,
Abased himself in prayer and called:

'Have pity on me, o merciful Father,
Let my sufferings when the Last Trump sounds



Lessen not mine, but my people's torment.
I beg my blood may atone for others.

I see, 0 God, your crucified Son:
Through mc, as through Him, let salvation be won.’

XXVII
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XXVII

The iron door was suddenly unbarred;



Two men like shadows crept into the cell.

They bowed before the astonished king:
He knew them and clasped them to his heart.

"‘We've bribed the guards: now or never.
Everything's ready: save yourself.

Soon it's too late: the Khan has said,
Tomorrow your royal head will be severed.'

He told them, 'l shall not be rescued
At others' cost. | shan't allow

My land to pay for my escape.
Don't argue. | am resolute.’

The loyal men beseeched Dimitri,
But the king stayed deaf to their entreaties
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Dawn brought an end to woe and fear.
They brought the prisoner to the scaffold.

Below, the square seethed like an anthill,
Surveyed by the Mongol Khan's vizier.

The executioner, his bare arm gnarled
Like a juniper root, stood by the block.

Between the two the king was flung,
Gazing to God, pallid, appalled.

Aghast at the axeman and the pomp,
Bitterly he surveyed the scene.

39336005 OMmAMO3 beM309wo.
g0obmsg Jobg-figgadowos

©LMLEHS 5 [odIMDFOY,
HMPMOE 9O sdbyLOoWoO.

35650 0lgg Mgl Mdz9ws,
56 ©oMMIM bead Lo Lvyero...
59 OML GHoMoo Imglids,
9300060 58(569dmo...

39M(305 s dooby,

36sbos ;mgolbo ogdmebol..

byew s 0g dmyMm30¢093696,
3063 30 093696 b bengdyerbo.

903099356003 F50Mb 0ym,
0530 03399696, 3060L 0bm3bYb,
oMol 30300 S 359B30M
939003 30 5G0Mm9dMm©bYb.

0530L0560 bIHZIBY©
dmogmbs yzgwoxngco,
Lobaro, 3960, m30b0o, GHmdo,
9399565 @5 130l g&o...

935, 39GYS 3060l Mo,
993539 9520000 0d0s!

5050 30 39056 QomdEMm,

59 30 b 3ds Lrmemls bderoos!..

Mortally weakened, nearly fainting.
He trembled as though about to drop.



He summoned his spirit and daunted his fear.
Then heard the sound of violent sobbing.

Amazed, he saw his nobles gathered,
All those who'd shared his journey here.

The high priest too was loudly weeping.
Their grief could have squeezed the tears from a rock.

They reminded the king of his house and home.
His kith and kin, his land and people.

The king broke down. His heart, as tough
As iron, faltered. Spirit succombed.
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He covered his eyes and to the vizier
He groaned, 'Oh spare me, this is enough.

Then, horrified by what he'd said.
He shouted, 'Hey, hangman," and proffered his neck.

The executioner aimed the axe
And with one blow removed his head.
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