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Lady Mary Leonora Sheil, Glimpses of Life and Manners in Persia. With Notes on Russia,
Koords, Toorkomans, Nestorians, Khiva, and Persia. With Illustrations. London, John Murray,
Albemarle Street, 1856

Tiflis is another Vladikafkaz (key) on the southern side of the Caucasus. We were glad to arrive at this
capital of the Transcaucasian provinces, which is close to the foot of the mountains, and situated on
both sides of the river Kur. Some sixty years ago it was sacked by the Shah of Persia, Agha Mahommed
Khan, the founder of the dynasty of Kajar, who carried a large portion of the inhabitants, Georgians
and Armenians, into slavery. I saw at Tehran a few of these unhappy captives, who all had been forced
to embrace Mahommedanism, and many of whom had risen to the highest statious; just as the
Circassian slaves in Constantinople became pashas, seraskiers, capitan-pashas, &c. Tiflis has entirely
recovered from this shock. It is now a most thriving, active, and bustling city, and will doubtless, when
the day arrives for the development of free trade in the dominions of the Czar, become a rich emporium
of commerce, situated as it is midway between the Black Sea and Caspian, and on the high road between
Russia, Persia, and Asia Minor. The official part of the town [Tiflis] is full of imposing buildings, and
the native portion is equally well stored with busy shops (61), crowded by the motley population.
Prince Woronzow's fostering care has not allowed this important part of the territory under his
jurisdiction to remain without its share of his patronage. In spite of the pre-occupation of a war not
always successful, with the mountaineers, he is said to have planned many valuable institutions, to
which are to be added a large and handsomely built theatre for the performance of operas, not
completed at the time of our visit, besides a small theatre, for Russian comedies and farces. All these
improvements evince his anxiety to promote civilization among the Georgians and Armenians. The
Military Governor of Tiflis was an Armenian of Georgia, General Baibetoff; a man of experience, who
had distinguished himself in the campaigns of Turkey and Persia in former years. It sounded strange to
find an Armenian occupying this high post, but Russia is more cosmopolite than England. A stranger
of the gate is readily admitted within the temple; but it will require a change in English ideas before
we find a Canadian or Maltese Governor of India, or the Cape of Good Hope. Is this facility the result
of enlightenment, or does it proceed from the dearth of native talent? (62)
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If I were to form my opinion from the Georgian ladies visible in the street, which, except one evening
that we went to the theatre, was the only place I had an opportunity of beholding them, I should be
forced to declare that their beauty has obtained a greater reputation than it deserves. They certainly
are fair, with high complexions, natural or artificial, and regular features, all of which perhaps entitle
the owners to the meed of beauty (62); still the entire absence of animation or expression deprives the
countenance of attraction. They look well, however, in their pretty dresses while young. The
Armenians, when out of doors, wrap themselves up in white veils, or rather cloaks, which have a
graceful effect.
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At Tiflis we were lodged, as usual, at the house of an Armenian merchant. He was a man of much
reputed wealth. His house was furnished with great richness, and at a cost that may be imagined when
it is considered that the whole of the furniture was brought from St. Petersburg. It was much too
expensive to be profaned by use, being exclusively reserved either for compulsory guests, like ourselves,
or marriage and other feasts. The part of the habitation occupied by our host and his family was very
humble, and far from clean. (63)
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Next to its conquerors, the Georgians are the master caste of this country. It is said that between the
Georgians and the Armenians, who are found here in great numbers, there is a wonderful contrast in
character and manners. The Georgian is bold, turbulent, reckless, extravagant; the Armenian is mean,
cringing, timid, always intent on gain, and, unlike a Georgian, in keeping what be gains. The same
characteristics mark him in Persia and Turkey, and I am told everywhere else; for, like the gipsy, he is
a wanderer on the face of the earth, and is to be found in every part of Asia. He is consequently an
abundant and pleasant harvest to all needy pashas, khans, hakims, and minor functionaries of misrule,
easily reaped, gathered, and gleaned. (63)
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During our short stay at Tiflis we paid a visit to Narses, the venerable patriarch of the Armenian
Church. His manners and appearance were full of dignity and benevolence—an observation seldom
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applicable to the clergy of the Armenian Church in Persia. Notwithstanding his extreme age, he
conversed with great cheerfulness and even vivacity, showing much interest in and some knowledge
of the affairs of Europe. Not suspecting we were Catholics, he amused himself and us too, he no doubt
thought, by (65) sneering at the Pope, descanting with great unction on the supposed infallibility of
His Holiness. Having no inclination to enter on polemics, and unwilling to put the Patriarch out of
countenance by explaining the real state of the case, we allowed him to pursue the pleasant theme
without restraint to the top of his bent. There was an appearance of great simplicity throughout the
establishment of the Patriarch, indicating, if not poverty, the entire absence of any approach to
superabundant revenue. For some unexplained reason he had been compelled by the Russian
authorities to quit his see at Etchmiatzin, the Rome of the Armenians, and fix his residence in Tiflis,
from whence I have since heard he has been transferred to St. Petersburg. The Patriarch is said to enjoy
the highest popularity among his flock, and it is added that his talents, virtue, and learning, entitle him
to all their veneration (66).
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