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“Castle town Artanuji” 

 

Klarjeti region’s centre has been Artanuji for centureslocatedin Artvini side, which growth was 

promoted by Castle-town’s strategic importance and it’sGeographical location. 

Artanuji had several vital functions:Fortressing strategic location, controling economical and trading 

roads, administrative and sheltering place.  

The history of the castle town of Artanuji, five important stages can be identified. 

 Stage I - Establishment of the Castle townduring the reign of King Vakhtang Gorgasali 

In the IV century, the main town of Klarjeti betrayed king of Kartli and was later subjugated to 

Byzantium.It was rejoined during the reign of King Vakhtang Gorgasali. First notes about Artanujiappearedat 

exactly this period.According to “The Georgian Chronicles”, Vakhtang, who had returned from the fight 

against Byzantium, saw a village named Artanuji in Klarjeti, he liked its strategic location and ordered his 

Affiliate- Artavazi to build a fortress.  

According to the reports of Juansher, prior to the construction of Artanuji fortress, there have been two 

large fortresses in Klarjeti - Akhiza and Tukharis.The last one had been the residence of the local 

Dukes(Eristavi) until the V century, which later moved to Artanuji and formed the administrative-political 

center of Tao-Klarjeti (until the 16th century). 

 Stage II–Downfall of Artanuji 

According to Georgian chronicler Sumbat David,in the 30s of the VIII century the Arabs, under the 

leadership of Marwan“The Deaf “, invaded Georgia.As a result of the battle, Artanuji fortress was brutally 

demolished. For the next decade, the abandoned-ruined castle and its surroundings were covered with forest. 

 Stage III - The period of ascension and flourishing of Artanuji 

Significant political-economic developing  and rebuilding processes in Tao-Klarjeti begun in the second 

half of the VIII and IX centuries.We can read about it in the hagiographic work of X century figure George 

Merchule “The Life of St. Gregory of Khandzta”.During this period, two great figures emerge almost 

simultaneously: Grigol Khandzteli, who played a major role in the rebuilding and development of monastic 

life in the region. Also, at the beginning of the IX century, the oppressed Kartli duke(Erismtavari) by Arabs, 

later King Ashot I, who fled to Klarjeti, takes Byzantine court title  ofKouropalates and he creates a new 

political unit and Artanuji becomes its center. 

In a small period of time 12  monasteries were established and renovated in Klarjeti: Opiza, Khandzta, 

Mere, Shatberdi, Mitznadzor, Tskarostavi, Baretelta, Berta, Jmerk, Daba, Parekhi and Doliskana. 

By the end of the 9th century, after the death of Ashot Kurapalati,  Ancestry of Bagrationi devides in 

two – Tao and Klarjeti branches. The administrative and strategic center of the Tao becomes the fortress town 

of Oltisi (IX-XI centuries), While Klarjeti's center becomes Artanuji, owned by the descendants of Ashot 

Kurapalati's elder son, Adarnese.  



 Stage IV - Unification of Georgia and ongoing processes in the region in XI-XVI centuries 

At the beginning of the XI century, the process of unification of Georgia under the leadership of Bagrat 

III led to significant political changes. Including the abolition of the independent Klarjeti principality. In 

1010, King of United Georgia Bagrat III invited Sumbat the Arthanujian and his brother in Fanaskert and 

imprisoned them in Tmogvi castle. Artanuji and the wholeKlarjeti were incorporated into United Georgia. 

In the XI century, the fortress of Artanuji was occupied for some time by Byzantine Empire, later ruled 

by Georgian duke(Eristavi) Liparit Baghuashi. And in 1080, according to the historian of David “the 

Builder”„Klarjeti was filled with Turkish till shores of Black Sea,one day Kutaisi, Artanuji and desert of 

Klarjeti were burned down.” Since the 13th century, Artanuji has been governed by Athabags of Samtskhe. 

 Stage V - Turkish-Ottoman Period  

From the 50s of the XVI century, Artanuji came into the hands of the Ottoman Turks.In the 19th 

century, a new, powerful force emerges in the Caucasus in the form of Russia, which  engages in warsactivites 

against Turkey.1877-1978 Artanuji, Adjara, Shavshet-Klarjeti, Kola-Artaani and the northern part of Tao were 

annexed by the Russian Empire.In 1918-1921 Tao-Klarjeti is within the borders of Democratic Republic of 

Georgia.It has been within Turkish borders since 1921. 

 Description of town 

The current state of Artanuji's fortress town makes it difficult to talk about its plans. In addition to this, 

the archaeological study of the castle has not been carried out yet, and everything is based mainly on reports 

from Georgian and foreign scientists who have seen Artanuji in relatively better condition, although the 

damage during their visits was considerable. Artanuji was visited and touched upon by scientists such as Karl 

Koch, Nicholas Marr, Dimitri Bakradze, Praskovia Uvarova, Robert Edwards, Nicholas Evans and Vakhtang 

Jobadze.  

The poor preservation of the castle and the scientific literature on it make it possible to talk only about 

the town's settlement and church buildings, as well as about the castle and the castle’s hall church. 

The present city of Artanuji is divided into two parts: new and old districts, located two kilometers from 

each other. New district was built in the 20th century on the right bank of the river Artanujitskali on a flat 

surface.Old district - the historic town of Artanuji, on the left bank of a rocky hill, was surrounded by fortress 

fence.The town is overlooked by Artanuji Castle from the west, from the clifftop. 

According to Constantine VII Porphyrogenetic, historical Artanuji consisted of three parts. It was a 

fortress, or Acropolis, a small town and a “Rabati”.“Rabati” in arabian means “Outdoor District”, which was 

inhabited mainly by merchant-craftsmen.  It can be assumed to be the place described by Nicholas Marr, one 

of main entrances to Artanuji, where the workshops were located. 

According to NicholasMarr, Artanuji had a main entrance on the east side. Gate consisted of two parts: 

One with big Arabic inscriptions. For today this gate doesn’t exist any more, but in its place there is an 

ornamented stone with an inscription of Ottoman period.The workshops were arranged in two rows at the 

front door.One door to the north side of the castle town was cut, which was smaller in size, and the town was 

connected to the river Artanujistskali. 

The old building on the territory of the city is considered to be a church built on northern corner, on a 

rocky cape, on a specially demolished and partially constructed place overlooking the Artanujitskali 

valley.The structure is almost completely demolished and traces of the western and northern walls about 1 



meter high can be recognized.  To represent the original architectural state of the church Dimitri Bakradze’s, 

Praskovia Uvarova’s and Nicholas Marie's descriptions are important, from which we find thatthe plan of the 

church was a rectangular, nearly square, complicated the Cross type building, which led to creating  four 

additionalstoreroomsin all four corners of the structure. 

The temple had two wide entrances from the west and south-west storerooms. It also had a smaller sized 

entrance to the middle of the south wall under which the cryptwas located. The altar was illuminated by two 

windows on the vertical axis, also one window was cut in Pastoforiumsand in other arms of the 

building.There is no information about the dome of the church because by the end of the XIX century it no 

longer existed. 

What about church facede,according to NicholasMarr, the church entrances were covered with 

medallion-shaped crosses, though the cross carved at the south entrance was taller than at the west entrance. 

Local, whitish, rocky, roughly processed stone blocks are used as building materials. Also it’s worth 

noting that at the bottom of the walls big boulders are used.The southertnpastophorium’s archwas built with 

incorrect shaped stones.The interior walls also had traces of sharpening and painting. 

Use of large less processed stone in churches shirt, building arch with sliced stones, approach torelief 

decor processing methods, ways and levels correspond to first half of IX-X centuries. 

The Crosstype planning with storerooms on all four side are characteristic of the Tao-Klarjeti 

architecture, more specifically to Klarjeti, where the earliest monuments of this type are found, suggesting 

that both styles should have been formed here.As d. Khoshtaria says six of the nine preserved domed churches 

in Klarjeti are cross-sections (Midznadzori, Tskarostavi, Opiza, Artanuji, Doliskana, Shatberdi), And with all 

four storerooms in complicated style, only three monuments exist –in KlarjetiArtanuji City Church, 

Doliskana(937-958) andDadasheniin Tao(X-XI centuries). 

The CrossType monuments complicated with storerooms on all 4 sides more or less close composite 

parallels can be found in Armenia, where corner storerooms were built into 2 floors, which are considerably 

smallers, and south and north arms shorter.These were called “Anberdi-type” structures, which formation and 

genesis are connected with Kupel-Hale type, although in Georgia it was formatted with complication 

ofCrossType.For note,“Amberdi Type“ structureswere more frequantly built in XIII century, when Georgian 

corner-roomed Crosstype structures were built and latercouldn’t find any extension. 

Above the church discussed, stood the second church, which was destroyed in the late Middle Ages. On 

its place,in 1864,resent Ruler ofArtanuji Suleiman builtMosqueof Isqender-Rectangular building with wooden 

roofing. Old church stones were used as building materials. According to NicholasMarr, a stone was placed 

upside down on one of the walls of the mosque, with 2-linedancient Georgian inscriptionof Asomtavruli-„To 

Head of the Church and to his sister“. The inscription is no longer visible, presumably due to the late 

rebuilding of the monument. 

In 1790, an Armenian Catholic Church was built on the site of the Old City, which was destroyed in the 

20s of the XXcentury. It is noteworthy that NicholasMarr mentions the stone with an Armenian inscription, 

which could have been from the church. 

Caravanserai/caravansary also was present in town,which was destroyed by fire in the second half of the 

XIX century.Hamami (Bath), Elongated rectangular shaped building, built in the XVIII century was located in 

old district;Springsand fountains were built in the city. To date, only a few such well-preserved springs have 



survived. In the XIX century 2-floor Stone Houses were built, with wooden balconies, some of which still 

exist today.  

The historic city of Artanuji was undergoing changes at every stage of its existence, as evidenced by the 

various purpose-built buildings in its territory that have evolved over time to meet new needs. 

 Description of Castle 

Artanuji fortress is located on a flatted out rocky cliff, which is Elongated from south to north. Its length 

is almost 220 metres,width from20to 55 metres. Castle’s fence follows the landscape, which width varies 

between 1 to 1,5 metres. For note, there is no sign of tower built in the fence, presumably, because of steep, 

flatted out rock, which safely protected the structure. 

Unfortunately, poor guarding of the castlemakes it impossible to talk about the system ofdefence.There 

is no visible signs of Ambrosiansfor gunpoint and canons, which are quit significant for middle ages.  

According to NicholasMarr, there were two difficult access roads to fortress –one from the north and 

one from south. On the territory of the fortress, signs of four structures are visible.One of them is the old 

water reservoir made of thin carved stones. 

Nowadays, out of the buildings inside the fortress, The smaller hall church located in the middle of the 

citadel is relatively better preserved with dimensions  10,4X10,4metres. From the north of the church, 

Rectangularside chaplefollows it on the full length, from the east finished with a semicircular Apse.From the 

westporticowas added to the church, which connectsside chapleand mainHall.Entrances are constructed from 

the south and from the west, to side chaple–from the west. From the north, church has little, 

Elongatedstoreroom with no windows, which is not connected with side chapleand the church. It has 

separate entrance for the west, water reservoir is located under it from west to north-west corner.Clay water 

pipesystems is mention by Nicholas Marr. Near the church he describes a pool filled with broken rock 

fragments, with ball-shape elongated form.Church’s west wall is fully destroyed, but eastern side walls. 

WithApse, 3 metrehight wall is preserved. Church’s interior was lighted with one window carved into 

theApse. 

The church is built with local, whitish-ivory,rocky, roughly broken, almostunprocessedbig stones. The 

use of large blocks as construction material can be characterized to the early churches of this region. Church’s 

outside and inside walls consist of roughly-shaped stones, which formate irregular lines, with frequent use 

offiller solution.The interior of the temple is plasteredand painted, which can be verified with signs of  red 

and blue Pigments on the lower parts and norther walls of the apse. On the Facede there is no sign of 

decorations. 

Temple according to stylistic signs (architectural embellishmentandlack of pilasters resting on the 

arches)belong to the IX century.From the north side storeroom, added to the chapel, isnot attached to norther 

structure and is thought to be added later in the X century.  

According to Sumbat David's notes, the church in fortress can be considered to be built by Ashot 

Kouropalates(as personal chapel), which is named as one of his resting place(Grave). 

Like every other region in Georgia, design of fortresses in Tao-Klarjeti were dictated by the 

landscape,interior of which incorporated various purpose buildings. At present, in fortification structure 

preserved in Tao-Klarjeti are readable signs of small churches, but itis hard to speak about functional 

importance of other structures. 



 In Tao-Klarjeti in fortificational structures we came up with simple-type hall churches without any 

signs additional  annexes orpastophoriums, with signs in the altar whose plane is inserted in a rectangle. 

Facede décor is monotonous and simple, interior is devided with one or twopillasters.Despite the key features 

listed above, there are some exceptions.  

Basically, the period of construction of fortress hall churches in this region varies from IX-X 

centuries.AlsoConstruction of active defensive structures in the region and its coverage by a single network, 

mainly IX-X centuries should have taken place, when region was political and economicaly strong.During this 

period most of the old castles that were destroyed by the Arab invasions should have been restored.In the late 

Middle Ages, however, they had to be adapted to the new requirements associated with the introduction of 

firearms. 

In conclusion, we can say about important center of Klarjeti, castletown Artanuji with its georraphical 

location, with strategic and historical importance,with functional load, stylistic-architectural solutions is one 

of the most interesting example not only for Klarjeti Region,but among all fortificational structures in 

Georgia, which hasn’t lost its strategic importance for centuries. In addition, connections to the Eastern and 

Western Christendom, later being possessed by Muslim Country has played subsequent role in an urban 

development and architeqtural solutions. Despite the poor protection of the castle, different layers of 

construction can be separated, emphasizing the architectural-stylistic influences of church 

structures,however, further proper study of the castletown  will provide us with lots of new information. 
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Irene Giviashvili 
The Cathedral of Bana  

Ruins of a grand Cathedral is located on a top of a small hill in the Oltu valley, Erzerum 
Province (Turkey).Bana is one of the most important medieval church buildings in eastern 
Christian world.   
According to the medieval Georgian sources, the cathedral of Bana was built during the reign 
of King Adarnase (888-923) by the hand of Kvirike Baneli, who later became the first bishop 
of Bana. This earliest date has recently been confirmed by means of 14C dating. 
In 1032, King Bagrat IV (1027-1072) married the Byzantine Princes Helena, niece of emperor 
Romanos III Argyros (1028-1034), at Bana. The event is depicted in a wall painting from 1036 
at the nearby monastery church of Oshki, showing the cathedral of Bana as a huge cylindrical 
building with a gallery above the ambulatory.  
In the early twelfth century Bana fell to the Seljuk Turks, but it was retaken during the reign 
of Queen Tamar (1184-1213). The building structure was further strengthened in this period. 
In the mid-sixteenth century the south Georgian provinces of Tao-Klarjeti came under 
Ottoman rule. As a consequence, the cathedral of Bana ceased to function as a place of 
Christian worship.  
The German Botanist Karl Koch still saw Bana in its complete state in 1844. He noted some 
“Muslim” alterations of the building. 
During the Crimean war (1853-1856) Ottoman troops converted Bana into a fortress. The 
dome of the building collapsed in 1875, and Ban suffered heavily under artillery fire during 
the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-1878. 
When the Georgian historian Ekvtime Takaishvili surveyed Bana in 1902 and 1907, only the 
eastern apse and the adjacent chambers were still standing. 
Large parts of the remaining east apse were destroyed by earthquakes in 1983 and 1984. 
  
The remains of the cathedral of Bana lie on a top of a hill in the valley of the river Penek Su. 
The closest modern settlement, the small hamlet of Penek, is some 1.5 km away, but in the 
Middle Ages Bana itself was the site of a town that also served as the residence of the local 
Bagrationi rulers. Nothing of this remains today. Only archaeological excavations can bring 
this historically important place back to light. 
  
The site, which is visible from a long distance, is dominated by the impressive ruins of the 
former cathedral. Although only parts of the east apse, the southern half of the ambulatory 
wall, and part of the barrel vault that connects the two, remain fully intact, Bana is still the 
best preserved of all the churches of its building type – the so-called tetraconch with circular 
ambulatory. Due to its ingenious construction that involves massive square pillars housing 
vaulted chambers on several levels, the whole cathedral was preserved until the mid-
nineteenth century. 
  
The surroundings are scattered with pieces of the former cathedral building that was blown 
up during the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-1878. In front of the north side of the ruins of the 
cathedral are vaulted underground chambers that have never been investigated. 
  



Problematic are the uncontrolled illegal excavations that are going on at Bana today. Nothing 
is known of the potential findings. Furthermore, important data are lost for ever, due to the 
disturbance or complete destruction of the archaeological context.  
  
The walls of the cathedral at Bana are constructed of stone blocks facing a mortar and rubble 
core. For the cladding of the exterior and interior of the building mostly yellow/reddish 
blocks of stone, evenly quarried and with smoothly finished surfaces, were employed. Light 
grey/greenish stone blocks were used for later repairs. Wooden beams inserted into the 
mortar core functioned as tension rods.  
  
Typologically, Bana belongs to a rare type of cathedral churches that only occur in the south 
Caucasus, the so-called tetraconch with circular ambulatory. In Bana, the structure is 
enriched by chambers placed in the corners between the four exedrae. The ambulatory wall 
was further strengthened by an arcade that may or may not have supported an upper gallery. 
The are different reconstructions of the building's contested, but it is clear that it must have 
had three stories surmounted by a central dome on a drum. 
  
The cathedral of Bana is closely connected to the restoration of Georgian kingship in 888. A 
14C analysis carried out in 2012 confirms the earliest possible date of construction around 
the turn of the ninth-tenth century. However, the building reflects older prototypes, most of 
all the Armenian cathedral of Zvartnots from the mid-seventh century, thus testifying to the 
interaction and cross-fertalisation between two East Christian cultures of the South Caucasus 
during the early Middle Ages. 
  
The cathedral of Bana once displayed the richest collection of Classical elements of any early 
medieval building in the South Caucasus. This raises important questions about the 
connection of this apparently deeply provincial region in Eastern Anatolia to imperial capital 
and artistic centre of Constantinople. 
  
For five centuries, Bana functioned as the funeral church in which the Georgian kings and 
their consorts were buried. Undoubtedly there must be a crypt, which today lies beneath the 
debris of collapsed building parts. 
  
Bana also played in important role in Turkish history. However, the changes which the 
building most probably underwent while it was under Seljuk rule, are not fully understood 
today. Furthermore, Bana is a rare monument in Eastern Anatolia that witnesses of the 
military history of the nineteenth century. Unfortunately, later additions to the church 
building that turned it into a fortress, like the buttressing tower in front of the east side of 
the ambulatory wall, have been evaluated as dispensable by those in search of treasures and 
building materials, and have thus been removed. 
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DOLISKANA 

 

I) LOCATION 

 

   The church is located in the historic province of Klarjeti, near the city of Artvin (presently in 

Turkey). The name of the village we are currently in is called Hamamlı Köy. It is located high 

above the right bank of the Imerkhevi river.  

 

II) MEANING OF DOLISKANA 

 

   Doli means “wheat”, while Khana is a field of crops.  

   As such, the name of Doliskana means “field of wheat”. 

 

III) HISTORY OF THE MONUMENT 

 

   On the historical point of view, we know almost nothing about the earlier period of the church. 

But we are sure that it falls within the context of the spiritual movement initiated by Gregory of 

Khanzta. The earliest document mentioning Doliskana is the Life of Gregory of Khanzta, written 

by Giorgi Merchule in the 10th century.  

 

   Bagrat Curopalates had received the right to be chamberlain instead of his father Ashot, and he 

received a visit from Gregory of Khanzta. Gregory went before Bagrat and congratulated and 

praised him on becoming a chamberlain. To save the king’s soul, they used a fertile land which 

was offered by Ashot to Khanzta, and they built Shatberdi. 



 

   Later, Gregory invited all the contemporary rulers to come and see the constructed monasteries 

in the desert of Klarjeti. They first visited Shatberdi, where Zakaria, bishop of Ancha, joined 

them. Then they went to Jmerki, Berta, Daba and finally to Doliskana. 

 

   Doliskana belongs to the twelve monasteries which were under the governance of Gregory of 

Khanzta, who had become archimandrite of the Klarjeti monasteries. 

 

IV) HISTORIOGRAPHY 

 

   Since the 19th century, a number of travelers have given written accounts of the church of 

Doliskana. 

   The first account was from a French professor, Mari Brosset. He was a scholar of the Imperial 

Academy of St. Petersburg and he was respected for his work on Georgian antiquities. He 

received an inscription from the church from a geologist, Otto Wilhelm Hermann von Abich. 

   The second account of the church was from the Georgian historian Dimitri Bakratze, who 

organized an ethnographic expedition to the area of Shavsheti, Klarjeti, Lazeti and Adjara. 

   In 1888, the Russian professor Pavlinov published a report of his journey to Tao-Klarjeti. In his 

report, he included photos and measurements of monuments such as Mamatsminda, Sveti, 

Khanzta, Opiza, Doliskana and Yeni Rabat.  

   David Winfield published an important article about “Some Early Medieval Figure Sculpture 

from North-East Turkey”, which includes many photos and drawings of the carvings of the 

churches of Tao and Shavsheti. 

   And last but not least, Wakhtang Beridze and Wakhtang Djobadze contributed significantly to 

the knowledge and understanding of these monuments through their studies. 



 

V) ARCHITECTURE 

 

   Doliskana is a relatively small church, compared to the other monuments of Tao-Klarjeti. It is 

made of roughly squared sandstone blocks, for the main part (bricks are also used as a building 

material).  

   The original appearance of the church has undergone many changes. During the 90s, the 

church was converted into a mosque, and it was completely abandoned. More recently, some 

holes were somewhat controversially drilled in the walls. This situation contributed to the bad 

conditions of preservation of the church, which is of historical value. The church has also 

suffered from negligence. In the end, the Embassy of Georgia in Turkey managed to cease 

further alterations. 

   The church is a cross-in-square. 

   Architecturally speaking, the closest parallel is the monastery church of Khanzta, which 

belongs to the same architectural type and possesses similar dimensions. 

   The east arm consists of a deep semicircular apse with one window on the east end. The apse is 

flanked by two pastophories which, as in the case of Khanzta, are not connected to the apse but 

are open to the cross-arms. The southwestern portion of the church is almost completely gone. It 

is possible that, as in Khakhuli and Oshki, there was an open gallery. Such galleries are attested 

in early Georgian architecture (Bolnisi Sioni, Tsromi), Armenian (Odzun, Ereruk), as well as 

Syrian and northern Mesopotamian. We don’t know the exact purpose of the northwestern side 

of the church. In its forms and proportions, it resembles a similar room in the northwestern part 

of the Khakhuli church. This room, as in Doliskana, is accessible from the southwestern part of 

the western crossarm and was, according to Ekvtime Takaishvili, used as a pantry and wine 

cellar – very important in Georgia. Archaeological evidence has shown that the longitudinal 

northwestern room in Doliskana might have been used not only for the storage but perhaps also 

for the preparation of the Eucharistic bread. 



   For the construction of the drum of the dome, smoothly finished stones were used in the same 

manner as in Opiza (now lost) and Khanzta. Its exterior dodecagonal surface is divided by twelve 

blind arches resting on paired colonnettes surmounted by twin capitals which are decorated with 

split palmette leaves. We distinguish two groups of capitals, according to their shape: first, 

carefully carved palmette leaves with rounded tips and second, summarily carved foliage with 

pointed tips and a vertical stem in the middle. Wakhtang Djobadze observed their appearance in 

neighboring Armenia (Zvartnots) and in several Tur Abdin churches as well. 

 

   On the molding of upper cornice, we find, at irregular intervals, a very rare motive, which 

recalls the Lesbian cymatium, and which is apparently unique in the architecture of Tao-Klarjeti. 

This motive was infrequently used in other provinces of Georgia. The earliest and closest 

example for comparison is in Vale, where it can also be observed on the cornice of the church. 

 

   There were exceptionally close similarities between the drum of the dome of Doliskana and its 

counterpart in Opiza, which no longer exists. They were very similar in shape: dodecagonal, with 

their exterior surfaces divided by the same number of blind arches supported by twin colonnettes 

with stylized capitals. 

   The main difference between these two monuments lied in the roofing, which in Opiza had the 

shape of a half-opened umbrella, whereas in Doliskana, it has the form of a cone. There were 

other slight differences, but this was the main one. 

   To the same group belongs the dome of Khanzta which, in comparison with those of Opiza and 

Doliskana, is structurally more rigid and less adorned. 

   Despite their differences, all three drums were similar in size and shared a common ratio 

between their height and diameter. 

 

   The walls of the church have kept two very important Asomtavruli inscriptions which mention 

King Sumbat I, the son of Adarnase II. Sumbat was “King of the Kartvels”, the only ruler of 



Klarjeti who held the title of King, and he was endowed with the Byzantine title of Kuropalates 

in 954. He ruled until his death in 958.  

   One of those inscriptions can be found on the drum of the dome, under a high relief 

representing the king himself holding in his hands the model of a cupola church. It reads: “Christ 

exalt our King Sumbat”. The second one, which consists of two concentric lines, can be observed 

above the south window, and it bears these words: “Christ exalt our King Sumbat lasting as the 

sun” (here the word “mzegrdzelobit” or “lasting as the sun” enhances the glorification of the 

power of the living king).  

 

VI) ARCHITECTURAL SCULPTURE 

    

   The most striking sample of architectural sculpture is the donor’s figure. 

   It is not an easy task to give a written account of the donor. The only way to focus on its 

stylistic details is to use binoculars. This obliges us to rely on the most relevant bibliography. 

David Winfield wrote that the head was severely damaged by target practice. Indeed, its upper 

part is completely destroyed. The face was carved frontally, showing a beard indicated by simple 

radiating lines. The body is also carved in a frontal position, in contrast to the feet which indicate 

that he is walking forward and should be seen from a sideways position. According to Wakhtang 

Djobadze, the origin for the combined frontal and sideways pose of the figure is to be found in 

Sassanian and, more distantly, in Assyrian sculpted figures. Did the lamassu serve as a possible 

but indirect model? It seems that it was just a convention adopted here. 

 

   The act of offering the church was awkwardly handled. Sumbat’s left hand, holding the church, 

is not related in any natural manner to his body, and it is clear that the sculptor was concerned 

simply to emphasize the connection between the king and the church by putting the model of this 

church in both hands; Sumbat’s left hand under the church is detached from the drum. The relief 

is small and placed high up on the drum, where it is hardly visible. Moreover, the inscription 



which proclaims Sumbat as king, can barely be read from such distance. For those reasons, 

Antony Eastmond concludes that the image was not intended to receive scrutiny from terrestrial 

viewers. And he thinks that, due to the crudeness of this relief, Sumbat had no access to the 

funds employed at Opiza, an argument which is strengthened by the modest dimensions of the 

church itself. Obviously, the aim of the relief was not to impress the Georgian people with the 

ruler’s power. It is clear, especially if we compare it to the sculpture of Ashot II Kukhi from 

Tbeti. Rather, it was aimed at showing a visual proof of the generosity and faith of the donor, as 

was the case in Opiza, with the relief of Ashot IV and Davit II (Georgian National Museum, 

Tbilisi). Of the representation of the church itself, only a door is still visible, but the model seems 

to have approximated more to the shape of the actual church than does the king to a human 

figure. Another point of iconographic interest is that Sumbat is standing alone. There is no 

intercessor or representation of a figure, such as Christ, to whom he might be presenting the 

church, and no sign in the masonry of the drum which could prove that further figures ever 

existed. 

 

   Moving on to the south window, we can see on each side small figures of archangels in low 

relief, symmetrically placed, with accompanying inscriptions. There is also an inscription saying 

that it was “made by the hand of the deacon Gabriel”. The figures and the main inscription form 

a decorative archivolt for the window. Both archangels hold imperial insignia, but their imperial 

costume is missing. We must point out the punch-holes technique which has been used here to 

indicate a jeweled hem on their garments. The orbs which are carried by the archangels are 

represented as flat discs and one can notice the same punch-hole technique on them. One of the 

main byzantine examples for comparison is the famous Berlin ivory, perhaps representing the 

crowning of Leo VI in 886. 

 

   We should observe the placing of the Doliskana figures in relation to each other. The curious 

isolation of the donor in the drum has already been noted, but it becomes less odd if Sumbat is 

considered in relation to the sculptures around this window. Such a connection is established by 

the similar inscriptions “Christ exalt our King Sumbat”, as a result of which we can assume that 



the two archangels beneath the window inscription perform the function of heavenly guardians 

for the King. In this matter, David Winfield even proposed to identify the Biblical King-Prophet 

David in the circular frame (sunburst), because it is known that King David was the one from 

whom the Bagratids claimed their descent. And beneath is a Star of David! So, one might be 

inclined to interpret it in a way to serve directly this legitimization. Yet, it is highly questionable 

whether masons (more generally artists) of that time were aware of its meaning. It is difficult – 

and somewhat risky – to firmly say that they intentionally used the Star of David to establish a 

direct connection with the Bagratid family, and so to serve a political purpose. It is a 

controversial issue. Indeed, based on the latest research, Prof. Michele Bacci suggested that in 

that period it was just a cabalistic and merely decorative motive.  

   Unfortunately, below the circular frame or imago clipeata, the inscription makes very likely 

that the figure depicted is the deacon Gabriel. Some scholars have suggested that this Gabriel, 

protected by the archangel Gabriel, his guardian, who has the preeminence over Michael thanks 

to a little circle-shaped detail carved on his costume, is the mason responsible for the sculptures 

of Doliskana. 

   But there is one problem because the sculptures, as well as the inscriptions, can be divided into 

two stylistically divergent groups. 

 

   Indeed, Wakhtang Djobadze makes a distinction between two groups of sculptures. According 

to him, one mason must have executed the two-line inscription on the keystone of the window of 

the south crossarm. This inscription displays the same accuracy and precision in rendering the 

Asomtavruli letters as in the architectural decorations. On the other hand, there are other 

inscriptions, executed by the deacon Gabriel, which share flaws that are characteristic of the first 

group of carvings. And so, Djobadze thinks that the architectural sculpture was executed by two 

masons. 

 

   In Doliskana, the deacon Gabriel is mentioned in two inscriptions, once below his portrait and 

again on the eastern part of the southern porch as deacon and teacher. So, this means that despite 



his artistic shortcomings, he enjoyed prominence as a teacher and deacon. It is interesting 

because it has been suggested by scholars that this Gabriel may have been not only a sculptor but 

even an architect who built the church. 

   In this region, Serapion of Zarzma, who lived in the same period, was not only renowned as a 

church father but was considered “very knowledgeable and trained in architectural skills”. He 

participated actively in rebuilding the monastery of Opiza. A similar situation existed in Syria – 

Georgia and Syria being interconnected in ecclesiastical matters and Georgian monks having the 

habit to stay in Syrian monasteries. 

   Our deacon Gabriel could have been the builder of Doliskana, but this is not certain. This is a 

very complex topic, and I will not enter into the details. According to Wakhtang Djobadze, the 

construction technique and some architectural considerations speak against that. 

 

   Now, we can wonder: who was the builder of the church? The original church of Doliskana 

must have been built, according to Djobadze, by an anonymous master mason shortly before 

945. And one may also wonder: why before this date and not during the rule of Sumbat I? In the 

Life of Gregory of Khanzta, Georgi Merchule, enumerating the monasteries established by 

Gregory in the 8th and 9th centuries, states that “Doliskana became a monastery later”, namely 

after the death of Gregory in 861. Since Merchule completed his biographic work of Gregory of 

Khanzta in 951, Doliskana could not have been built during the rule of King Sumbat I in 954-958 

but a few decades earlier. It means it can have existed only before 951. From an inscription 

located on the church’s south porch, one could suppose that it was built during the rule of 

Adarnase’s son, Bagrat, who died in 945. On the other hand, the presence of the relief depicting 

King Sumbat in the dome, who was the second son of Adarnase and Bagrat’s brother, leads to 

the conclusion that Sumbat only finished the construction of the church. Soon thereafter, the 

better economic conditions in Tao-Klarjeti stimulated renewed building activities. This must 

have led Sumbat Kuropalates (954-958) to embellish the southern facade and the drum, where he 

incorporated his image with the model of the church in his hands. For that he needed two 

masons: Gabriel and an anonymous one. 



   This conclusion, according to which the church was built under the rule of two kings, and not 

only one king is corroborated by an inscription in the niche of the southwest porch, which says: 

“Jesus Christ (help) our kings (Sumbat and Bagrat) builders of this holy church during the Last 

Judgement. Jesus help!” 

   Notice the way Gabriel is depicted in the solar clipeus. Analogies are possible with Armenian 

examples of bust-length figures within circular frames dating from the 6th and 7th centuries at 

Ptghni monastery (Ptghnavank), and several 10th century examples on the walls at Aghtamar. 

Such figures in medallions are relatively common in Byzantium. They are then spread in Russia, 

on facades of the cathedrals of St. Dimitri at Vladimir and of St. George at Yuriev Polsky, 12th 

century. 

 

   Finally, over the window of the south crossarm, is an omega-shaped brow. Its face is curved 

with a continuous strip of palmettes, which can be interpreted as an indicator of different artistic 

practices. Indeed, the motive appeared in the 10th century in some manuscripts produced in 

neighboring monasteries, but also in some textiles woven in Byzantine workshops and in 

Georgia or neighboring Armenia. We must bear in mind that a textile trade route went through 

the territory of Tao-Klarjeti. And it seems that such textiles have been available not only as a 

fabric but also as ready-made garments, some of which being sent by Byzantine emperors to 

Georgian noblemen (see sculptures of Duke Bagrat and David Magistros in Oshki).    

 

   On the south façade of the church, there was an interesting sundial, where twelve equidistant 

radiating segments were carved with fourteen letters. When N. Marr visited Doliskana in August 

1904, the sundial was used to regulate the irrigation of the orchards. A similar sundial was on the 

south facade of the 10th century (now destroyed) church of Ekeki. Another one existed also on 

the south facade of Phoka church. 

 

   Doliskana is the earliest known church in Tao-Klarjeti that shows that polychromy and 

sculpture on the facades had become typical practices. Such embellishment occurs on the 



keystone of the apse window of the eastern facade, and on the semicircular space between the 

keystone and the window brow of the south facade, where one can see blocks painted in yellow 

and red. It seems that the practice of accenting windows with polychromatic radiating blocks 

appeared for the first time in Doliskana. By the second half of the 10th century, it became 

mandatory for all churches of this region to articulate in this way the upper parts of windows 

(e.g. Khakhuli, Oshki, Parkhali and Otkhta Ekklesia). 

    

VII) INSIDE THE CHURCH 

 

   Two stories are discernable. The upper story was used as the mosque. The lower one was used 

as a storage room. 

 

   The dome is supported by four stepped arches. The transition from the square to the circular 

base of the drum is achieved by stepped pendentives, flanked by two teardrop-shaped segments 

which have a decorative rather than structural function. A similar architectural motive appears 

about a decade later in the church of Kumurdo (964). 

   It is interesting to notice that the architectural principles of the facades of the drum are 

reflected inside, below the cupola (other examples of that kind are Goghiouba, Zegani, Yeni-

Rabat and Ishkhani). 

   We also witness a process towards simplification of the architectural structure, most visible on 

the walls and at the junction between the walls and the vaults. Doliskana shows a new step in the 

evolution of architecture of Tao-Klarjeti (see for example Kumurdo and Khanzta for better 

comparison). 

 

   Originally, the interior of the church was decorated with frescoes, but Pavlinov had found in 

1888 only fragments in the apse, where he saw two rows of saints. Nicholas Marr translated 



Georgian inscriptions with names and he also discovered in the conch fragments of an image of 

Christ on Throne.  

   In the apse, the paint has vanished, which has left the masonry bare in the lower part. But on 

the southern part, one can still discern four bishops, two of whom are painted with a subtle pastel 

green color. Above them are the remnants of two saints (only their feet are preserved). The two 

rows are separated by a decorative frieze.   

   It seems that the dome was decorated with wall paintings too. Perhaps, this part was occupied 

by a glorious representation of the Ascension. 

   In the western part of the south crossarm is a partially preserved ottoman inscription, which is 

religious in content (passages from the Koran). Next to it is (or was?) another large inscription: 

Ali Rajab Ali. Doliskana is the only church with such inscriptions among the churches of Tao-

Klarjeti. 

 

   A far lot more can be said about this monument. And the last up-to-date interpretation of the 

architectural sculpture of the church is in the wonderful book Medieval Georgian Sculpture. 

 

Presentation made in situ on the 12th of September 2019, within the framework of the Seasonal 

school “Tao-Klarjeti: History and Heritage of Movable and Immovable Monuments” (08 - 

16.09.2019).  

 

Rémi Terryn 
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                            Esbeki     Architectural     Complex 

                                           Esbeki  Basilica 

 

Esbeki is a less known and unexplored  architectural complex in the region of historic 

Tao-Klarjeti. There is no enough information in the historical sources as about this 

settlement so about this important architectural ensemble, which is one of the interesting 

examples of an early Tao-Klarjeti architectural building period.  

 One can read the only brief text and see some photos about Esbeki In Vakhtang 

Djobadze’s fundamental scientific work ’’Early Medieval Georgian Monasteries in Historical 

Tao, Klatjeti and Shavshethi’’. Even V. Djobadze had noticed himself with a great regret that 

he couldn’t observe and study this complex in details as well. It should also be noted an 

annotation, a plan and some sketches of Esbeki basilica listed in Tao-Klarjeti architecture and 

wall painting exhibition catalog / G.Chubinashvili Institute of Art History expedition in 

1995;  a graphic documentation/. And the last author, who had mentioned Esbeki basilica as 

a parallel edifice for Parekhi basilica is Dr. David Khoshtaria. 

 I was there, in Esbeki, exactly twenty years ago, in 1999, during the expedition 

organized by German scientists, but I couldn’t survey the complex appropriately. 

Nevertheless, I still wrote a brief article about this amazing location. 

 Esbeki is situated in historical Georgian province of Tao, Artvini region, in the 

territory of Turkey, on the left bank of Oltisi River.  

 Architectural complex of Esbeki is located in an expansive, spacious territory, 990 

meters above sea level.  

 V. Djobadze had mentioned that this place, this location had a strategic meaning, 

because from here you will find everything extraordinary. This place was protected both 

naturally (by the rocks, the mountains), and artificially (by a fortress). Such kind of protected 



location is characteristic for the other early medieval Christian monasteries in Klarjeti – 

Khandzta, Parekhi, Nuka Sakdari, Tskarostavi. 

  Esbeki is a small village. There are some fragments of a huge stone wall at the 

entrance of the village. The height of  the wall varies from one meter to seven meters, and 

the thickness – from half a meter to one meter. According to V. Djobadze opinion, this wall 

was an aqueduct, which supplied the population with water (because of lack of it). The same 

system of water supplying is a frequent occurrence in this region (Aetanuji, Khandzta, 

Parekhi). 

 There are several buildings in the ensemble of Esbeki – a three naved basiica, which is 

the main edifice of the complex, a watch tower, a brick chapel, a burial chapel, and the traces 

of the secular buildings or cells. All of abovementioned buildings are surrounded by a 

massive stone wall except basilica. There is one more interesting stone chapel in a few meters 

away from the basilica. 

 There are two chronological layers in Esbeki complex. To the earliest layer belongs 

three naved basilica, which is a dominant edifice of the ensemble. We should probably date 

back Esbeki basilica to the 9th  century, because there are noticeable similarities to Parekhi 

basilica, which dates back to the end of the 9th century (there are great resemblance of 

planning, of roughly carving dry masonry without using of connecting liquid, of the solution 

of inner space, etc. ) . 

 The second phase of construction belongs to the end of the 13th or to the beginning of 

the 14th century – a brick chapel, a watch tower, the traces of  the secular buildings. 

 I have a great desire to take part in Tao-klarjeti summer school. I’m sure participation 

in this school will give me a great opportunity to continue my scientific research in this 

region and  study appropriately Esbeki architectural complex. 

         

                                                      

 



Ishkani 

Irene Giviashvili 

 

Ishkani is located in the high mountainous village of the same name Işhan, overlooking once e 

beautiful valley of Chorokhi river. The village belongs today to the vilayet of Artvin, once being 

part of the historic Tao region of Medieval Georgian Kingdom. Ishkani functioned as an 

important ecclesiastical center until the Ottoman occupation of the region in 16-17th cc. 

On the site of Ishkani the remains of a grand domed church and a small hall chapel are 

survived; in recent years, during the excavations of the site remains of several other churches 

and structures were revealed. Studies of the Ishkani started with E. Takaishvili, who visited the 

monument during his field survey of 1917. Ishkani was largely discussed by W. Djobadze. 

Ishkani became a turning point in started the studies of Georgian monuments in Turkey. Dr. 

Mine Kadiroglu has dedicated her Ph.D. and later a monograph to Ishkani. Ishkani became a 

gateway through which the Turkish scholarship later was built. Ishkani is the first Georgian site 

in Turkey, where the restoration works started. The restitution project was made by Anfora 

Mimarlik Restorasyon, and the restoration works were conducted by the firm Osman Gulsum 

(2012-2016), the conservation works of the frescos and the floor was made by ArkIstanbul. 

Since the rehabilitation of the site, it has been closed and is inaccessible for the visitors.  

History of Ishkhani goes back to the VII century. According to The  Life of Saint Grigol 

Khantsteli, written by Giorgi Merchule, Grigol together with his disciples visited the site and 

found the church abandoned and widowed. His nephew Sabah fall in love with the place, and 

came back, restored it and became the first bishop of Ishkani. 

„And when they reached the vicinities of Ishkhani, God revealed to the blessed Grigol 

and Saba the original greatness of Ishkhani and the holy churches of the site, and he announced 

to them that it would be restored again to its former state by the hand of Saba. And the trail to 

get there was shown to them, for at that time this place was inaccessible to man. And when 

they arrived in Ishkhani they were very happy to find this glorious place, because it had 

everything to provide both material and spiritual consolation“ (ch. 15). 

According to Giorgi Merchule, the first church in Iskhani was built by the Nerses 

Catholicos (640-661), who had come from Iskhani and later became the patriarch of Armenia 

(D. Lang, 1956:135-153).  „ By the will of God, Saba became the bishop of Ishkhani – of the main 

church built by the blessed catholicos Nerse [my emphasizing] – and of his throne which for 

many years had been widowed. Now again the spiritual wedding took place, and the church 

was built a second time [my emphasizing] by this blessed [Saba] with the material support of 

those God-imbued kings“ (ch. 26). 

The passage has commonly been interpreted in that way that the Armenian catholicos 

Nerses III Shinogh (641-661), who, according to Sebeos, was a native from Ishkhan, had built a 

church in his native town, either in the 630s, that is before he became the catholicos of 

Armenia, or in the 650s, during the years of his exile in his village of Ishkan. There is no single 

word in Armenian texts on Nerses connections with Ishkan and his construction activities here. 

This silence has meaning. It’s obvious that for Armenians Ishkani remains as an estranged 



monument- as it serves to the religious needs and values the Georgian-Armeno community of 

the miaphysite faith.  

The main building of the site is a large cross domed church (36.60 m in length, width 

19 m at the crossing; western arm 15 m. long and 9 m wide; height is about 35 m; the dome 

height is 11.40 m; diameter 7.86 m). Built of a yellowish sandstone of a moderate size, facades 

are clad with the smoothly cut stones in even rows. The tall conical roof of the dome is covered 

with the tiles glazed in dark red and green. Four arms were originally covered with stone slabs, 

but after the restoration were covered with the tiles too. 

Church has a unusual planning that is the result of several reconstructions. The eastern 

side of the church comprises of an elevated apse surrounded with the open exedrae. The 

semicircular wall of the apse is covered with the conch. The apse is elevated and it comprises 

an open exedra. A horseshoe-shaped arcade whose arches rest on eight monolithic columns 

with decorated cubic capitals opens on to a rectangular ambulatory. It is a narrow corridor, 

that also connected to the side chambers. The rooms flanking the apse have upper stories and 

are open into the interior with the double arched openings. 

The dome rests on four free-standing massive pillars that mark the junction of the 

cross. The dome is tall and covered with the blind arcade (16 niches). The western arm of a 

single nave is longer  (16 m) than the northern and southern arms and divided in 5 equal bays 

with blind arcade. On the north side of the western arm is a long and darkroom, on the 

opposite, on the south, there are remains of several chambers, that does not exist anymore.  

From the outside, the church has a cross-domed shape, typical to the architectural 

monuments of the Caucasus.  Its facades are clad wit the smoothly cut yellow sandstone, but 

in several parts, the existence of non-cladding  (south wall of western arm) indicates, that 

originally the church was built in more modest quality. Ishkani is not rich with the figural reliefs, 

but its geometric and floral ornamentation, together with the blind arcade, that marks all 

facades and the drum of the dome, makes the church of an elaborate design.  

The original floor (reviled and conserved 2012-16) it is made of red black and white 

lime was covering the whole interior with the floral and geometric ornamentation. 

Church was covered with frescos, but it has survived mostly in the dome and badly on 

the walls of the church. The dome is covered in Lapis lazurite and comprises the Ascension of 

the Cross. Four massive figures of angels are floating the cross in the sky. Below this scene, 

repeated four times at each axis, is a two-wheeled chariot, drawn by four winged horses and 

driven by a standing figure. Above each chariot, there is a Georgian inscription mentioning the 

colors of the horses. This repetitive scene is generally accepted as depicting the “Vision of 

Zachariah” (6:1-6) from the Old Testament. Within the blind arcade of the drum, eight standing 

figures alternate with eight windows; On the arches of the window jams, there are the busts 

of other holy figures.  

Iskhani is particularly rich with the inscriptions, that were scattered on its stone facades 

and also written on the plaster. The oldest inscription is over the entrance that connects the 

north-western chamber to the western arm. „In chronicon RLZ (= 137) in the month of 

September Z (= 7) with the help of Christ and the blessing of the holy Catholic church by the 



orders of Adarnase, King of the Georgians, our blessed Father Basil was appointed as bishop, 

and he served this holy church (of Ishkhani) IT (= 19) years with outstanding dedication and in 

complete faith, and he entrusted his soul to God in the month of December KV  (= 26) on Friday. 

May Christ rest his soul, amen. After him by the orders of our glorious (and) worthy kings – may 

they be exalted by God – David, King of the Georgians, Ašot Kuropalates, Bagrat Magistros (and 

Sumbat Antipatrik) dispatched to Greece-Trebizond our honorable, worthy Father Stephane, 

and he was consecrated as archbishop (of Ishkhani) by the hand of the honorable and God-

imbued Greek Patriarch Basil in the month of March A (= 1) Sunday. May God endow him 

benevolently with success, amen. […]“  (translation by Djobadze, based on Takaishvili’s 

reading). 

The second inscription which is of interest in order to clarify the building history of the 

cathedral of Ishkhani was located in the west arm of the cathedral. It was read by Taqaishvili 

in 1917. Below the portraits of three princes, who were depicted together with the military 

saints St George and St Theodore, were the painted inscriptions which identified them as 

“Adarnase Kuropalates, son of Bagrat Magistros,” “Bagrat Magistros, king of the Georgians 

[ქართველთა მეფე],” and “Bagrat, eristavt eristavi, son of Adarnase Kuropalates.” The group 

portrait thus rendered the representatives of three generations: the first mentioned Adarnase 

(d. 961) was the father of Bagrat, eristavt eristavi (r. 961-966), and David Kuropalates (r. 966-

1000), the two princely brothers, who later founded the church at Oshki (963-973). Bagrat 

Magistros (d. 945), on the other hand, was the father of Adarnase Kuropalates and thus the 

grandfather of Bagrat, eristavt eristavi.  

The third and most visible inscription is located over the porch on the south facade. 

The inscription is cut in beautiful letters, following the semicircular shape of the tympanum 

stone. The inscription was covered in red and blue paint. It reads:  „In the name of God, I, 

miserable Antoni, bishop of Ishkhani renovated this porch of the holy Catholic church for the 

glorification of kings: King Giorgi and his children, for (the) prayer for the soul of Bagrat 

Kuropalates, (and) for forgiveness of our sins. Holy Catholic church aid and protect us before 

God and be our abode during the awful day of retribution before the universal judge (so that) 

we can be worthy of forgiveness for our sins and of (the) benevolence of God. I beseech all 

entering (through) this gate to commemorate me in (your) prayers“.  

The king mentioned in the first line of the inscription and in its main corpus is the anti-

Byzantine Georgian king Giorgi I (r. 1014-1027), the son of Bagrat Kuropalates, first king of the 

united kingdoms of Georgia (1008-1014). Giorgi’s enduring political conflict with the Byzantine 

emperors Basil II (r. 976-1025) and Constantine VIII (r. 1025-1028) explains why he is 

mentioned without any of the customary Byzantine honorary titles.    

Another important inscription is made on the upper part of the same facade, around 

the large window and its decoration. In analogy to the inscription of the south portal, the first 

line is carved onto the profiled brow above the window opening, while the rest of the 

inscription is carved onto the stone facing to the right of the window. Altogether, the 

inscription reads:  



„In the name of God, I, Antoni, archbishop of Ishkhani, renovated and completed this temple of 

God, the Catholic church for (the) glorification for Bagrat Kuropalates, for prayer and for the 

commemoration of my soul and for the forgiveness of my sins. Chronicon was SNB (= 252). And 

I built (this church) with the hand of Iovane Morčaisdze“.  

The inscriptions discussed above together with the architectural remains give us a 

general idea of the different stages in the construction of the cathedral of Ishkhani that 

stretched over a long time. They enable us to establish the following relative chronology.   

Taqaishvili who visited the monument in a more complete state in 1917 believed that 

the eastern exedra was a remnant of an early tetraconch building. This conclusion was based 

on several factors. According to The  Life of Saint Grigol Khantsteli, written by Giorgi Merchule, 

the first church in Iskhan was built by the Nerses Catholicos (640-661), who had come from 

Işhan and later became the patriarch of Armenia (D. Lang, 1956:135-153). The second factor 

Işhani has an open exedra on its eastern side, the motif of which characterizes Zuart’noc 

Cathedral, a famous memorial building in Armenia built by Nerses; The established fact dating 

the eastern exedra of Işhani to the 7th c was correctly rejected by Dr. M. Kadiroğlu in her 

monograph dedicated to Işhani (M. Kadiroğlu,1991:55). Dr. Kadiroglu argues that the Işhani 

exedra comes from the second building period of late 9th and early 10th cc., though the pillars 

may have been reused from the 7th c church. Nicole Thierry, who has analyzed the remaining 

wall paintings of Ishkhani, including those of its dome, arrived at the conclusion that the entire 

interior of the cathedral must have been embellished with wall paintings during the second 

half of the tenth century. If this is correct, this would mean that the construction works that 

were carried out in the 950s and early 960s concerned not only the west arm of the church 

but the entire structure of the cathedral as we know it now. Consequently, its interior must 

have been completed before 966, the year when Bagrat, eristavt eristavi, died. Since it in 

several important points resembles the contemporary church at Oshki (963-973), founded by 

Bagrat, eristavt eristavi, and his brother David Kuropalates, a construction date around 960 for 

the cathedral at Ishkhani seems not at all unlikely.  

If the main shape and the scale of the church were created during David’s times, the 

embellishment of it took place when Anton became a bishop. He was responsible for the 

coverage of all facades with the beautiful cladding, adding the porch and richly decorated 

moldings, he must be behind the floor that according to the parallel material is dated as of the 

11th c. 

Opposite of the main church, on the south, stands a small chapel, with a plain facades 

and with the richly decorated porch, that mentions the Georgian King Gurgen and the year of 

construction, 1003. The date is given in Armenian letters. The small chapel has a fresco 

painting, that shows a scene of communion in the apse wall and Christ Pantocrator in the 

conch.  

During the rehabilitation works a large number of churches were revealed. There was 

a small basilica, two hall churches and a number of monastic structures.  

Number of burials were discovered, mostly from the medieval period, also from the 

times of Russian-Turkish war, when the church was used for worship by thy Russian troops. 



Later, within the Turkish rule, the mosque was open in its western arm. Today, the church is 

closed and not accessible for visitors. The reason is a floor: the problem of how to make the 

interior accessible and save the original floor remains unsolved.  

Ishkhani with its unique architecture, decoration, amazing mural paintings and 

inscriptions was always been considered as an outstanding monument of Georgian history and 

culture, a monument that deserves acknowledgment as an important piece of the world’s 

heritage. 
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Khakhuli Monastery 

Location: historical Tao, modern-day Haho/Bağbaşi 

 
Bella Radenovic, PhD Candidate, Courtauld Institute of Art 

 

The Khakhuli monastery was founded by David III of Tao (r. 966-c.1001) in the 960s before 

he was bestowed the title of kuropalatesin 978 for his participation in crushing the revolt 

against Basil II. Described by Giorgi Merchule in his mid-tenth century vita of St Gregory of 

Khandzta as “a builder of holy churches and a collector of religious writings”, David III co-

founded Oshki with his brother Bagrat II (961-966) and founded the monasteries of Parkhali 

and Otkhtawhich represent extraordinary revivals of basilical architecture. These buildingsare 

large and strikingly original structures. Little of this scale has survived from the Byzantine 

world from this period. 

 

Located up a western bank of the Tortum River in modern-day Bağbaşi village, Khakhuli was 

once a sizable and populated monastic complex and is the only one of David’s foundations 

which is mentioned in medieval historiography. The chronicles describe it as “God’s throne – 

the holy church of Khakhuli”. The main site is enclosed by 3m high walls and comprises of 

the katholikon, a small church, three chapels and oratories as well as remains of other 

structures which may have served as a refectory and a scriptorium. Southeast of the complex 

there are remains of another hall church and 1km west of it, on top of a cliff, there lies 

another chapel with a panoramic view of the Khakhuli valley.   

 

Interior 

 

In the very heart of the walled enclosure of the complex lies the katholikon dedicated to the 

Theotokos. This cruciform domed building is traditionally dated to the 960s and reflects the 

early cross-dome plans. Construction techniques and materials used are essentially the same 

as for other churches of Tao-Klarjeti of this period. Eastern arm is tripartite, with 4 by 3m 

apsedpastophoriaon either side of the apse. The pastophoriado not have access to the 

sanctuary but rather open into the transepts as at Tbeti and Dolisyana. Similarly to the Otkhta 

Church built in the 970s, there are rectangular niches with gabled tops on either side of the 

sanctuary for the accommodation of icons.  

One of the most striking features of the interior are eight niches built into the semi-circular 

wall of the apse which rise from floor level to a height of about 5m. Such niches gained 

popularity in the tenth- and eleventh-century Georgian and Armenian architecture. 

WachtangDjobadze believes that the origin of this architectural motif must be sought in the 

early Syrian churches of Tur Abdin, citing the example of the church of el ‘Adhra. Another 

noteworthy architectural element of the interior is the 3m high niche found in the north-west 

pier of the dome. It is most closely comparable to niches from David’s other foundations, 

Parkhali and Oshki. When Djobadze visited the site, several fragments of painting were still 

visible in the upper parts of the niche and he argued that the image would have represented 

the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple. According to recent scholarship, niches like this 

were allocated to important members of the ecclesiastical community, local lords or rulers of 

the region who would have stood there during services. Indeed, the niche at Khakhuli 

contains still contains remnants of a one-line inscription in asomtavruliwhichmentions a local 

ecclesiastical figure.   

 



Wall paintings 

 

The fragments of high-quality wall paintings that survive in the dome (Glorification of the 

Cross and Ascension of Elijah), sanctuary (a row of apostles),  south arm (Entry into 

Jerusalem), north arm and west wall (which features an intriguing image of a ktitor)have been 

variously dated to the late tenth and early eleventh centuries.  

Stonedecoration 

The figural carving of the church is mostly concentrated around its south door where we find 

an unusual cycle of images executed in low relief and conveying ideas of the triumph of the 

Christian religion, of the Resurrection, of the ultimate Ascension to Heaven. The tympanum 

over the door is decorated with the scene of the Exaltation of the Cross featuring four angels 

with abnormally large faces. Representations of the subject appear frequently in both 

Georgian and Armenian churches from the sixth century onwards, when there is a sixth-

century example at Jvari in Mtskheta, and a tenth century example at Aghtamar Cathedral in 

Lake Van. An arch of the south gallery, which was added in the fourteenth-century, cuts 

across a part of the tympanum and partially covers the three reliefs to the left of the door. 

These includea griffin,a lion fightingabull and an image of Alexander the Great’s Ascent to 

Heaven in the upper register,oneof the earliest representations of this subject in the South 

Caucasus. Previously it was erroneously identified as an Old Testament scene of Daniel in 

the Lion’s Den which was a widely popular choice for stone decoration of facades oftenth-

century churches of Kartli. At Khakhuli,Alexander is depicted as a young, beardless man 

with a halo rather than a traditional crown or diadem which he wears in the Byzantine 

examples of this iconography. The halocoupled with his general resemblance to images of the 

young and curly-haired St. George underscoreAlexander’s divine origin and perceived 

equality to Christian saints rather than his associations with divinely endorsed kingship which 

David III may have sought to stress in his royal foundation. On the right side of the south 

door we find images of St. Peter holding the key of Heaven, an OldTestament scene of Jonas 

emerging from the whale’s mouth and further down a cock and a lion.  

 

Khakhuli triptych 

 

The Khakhuli triptych, one of the most venerated icons in Georgia, derives its name from the 

Khakhuli monastery where its central partwas kept throughout the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries. In the 1120s, the central image of the supplicating Thetokoswas transferred to the 

Gelati monastery (Western Georgia) at the request of David IV (r.1073-1125) and his son 

Demetre I (r.1093-1156). It was soon after the transferal that the enamelled icon was 

incorporated into a triptych, and in this manner reconfigured and reconceptualised to look 

decidedly Georgian. Its history before the transferal to Gelati is poorly documented and its 

first mention as the icon Khakhuli in historical sources is found in David IV’s will and 

testament of 1125.  

 

The central part comprises three surviving enamels of remarkable size corresponding to the 

Theotokos’s face and hands. The repoussé background is now lost.The face measures 11.5 by 

7cm whilst the hands are 9 by 5cm, making these fragments the largest pieces of enamel to 

survive from the Christian East.  

 



In Greeks Bearing Gifts (publishedin Medieval South Caucasus, 2006) Antony 

Eastmonddates the central iconto the late tenth century and argues that itis was a Byzantine 

gift from Basil II to David III after the defeat of Bardas Skleros. This is in opposition to most 

Georgian literature which argues that these three enamels are Georgian in manufacture.  
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The Khakhuli Dome Decoration:  Eschatological and Historical Context  

Ekaterine Gedevanishvili LV   

 

Khakhuli monastery is located in the historical Kingdom of Tao in modern-day Turkey in one of 

the gorges of the Tortrum river. Cathalicon of the monastery was one of the series of large-scale 

churches and monasteries founded by David III of Tao (ill.1) in the second half of the tenth century. 

The present paper is dedicated to the dome decoration at Khakhuli and it aims to demonstrate the 

contextual complexity of its iconographic programme. 

The summit of the dome features a monumental image of the Glorification of the Cross, a theme 

that has a long history in medieval Georgian art (ill.2). The image represents the widespread 

version of this subject referred to in scholarship as the “Vision of  Constantine”: a huge cross  is 

depicted against the starry sky and enriched with the theophanic elements such as a mandorla and 

radiating rays behind the arms of the cross. As noted by Tinatin Virsaladze and other art historians, 

the Khakhuli painting follows the dome decoration of the neighboring Iskhani church  (ill.3) as 

well as Manglisi church (ill.4) which similarly feature the elevation of the cross by four Angels in 

their domes.  

The significance of the theme of the “Glorification of the Cross” in medieval Georgia is unmatched 

elsewhere in the Byzantine world. Even though the theme frequently appears in the art of 

Cappadocia, Cappadocian material cannot come near to Georgian examples in terms of the 

consistency of appearance, iconographic diversity and richness. That is why this theme has come 

to be regarded to be a traditional iconographic choice for the Georgian dome programmes. Its 

popularity is explained mainly by its eschatological context   –  the image of the triumphal cross 

relating to the theme of the Second Coming of the Lord and the Last Judgment. However, in 

secondary literature the popularity of the subject in Georgian art is also linked to the historical 

events described in Kartlis Tskhovreba or The Life of Kartli, the principal historical source and 

chronicle of medieval Georgian history. Giorgi Chubinashvili linked this pictorial theme to the 

actual events described in the Georgian sources. In this light of particular note is the section that 

describes the elevation of the crosses in the capital of Iberia - Mtskheta by newly converted 

Georgian king Mirian and the apparition of the cross over the city. Events symbolically related to 
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the vision of the cross to Constantine the Great ( 312) and the famous miracle of the apparition of 

the cross over Jerusalem in 351, thus, emphasizing the belonging of the Church of Georgia to the 

Ecumenical Church having national history of its own. The “Glorification of the Cross” of 

Georgian dome decorations seems to follow iconographically the texts describing the miracles 

which took place in Mtsketa; the event that is regarded as a symbol of Christianization of Iberian 

Kingdom in Georgian history.  

In Georgian monuments the theme of the “Apparition of the Cross“ is often accompanied by the 

image of the “Deesis”. The Old Testament themes also often appear in the dome– the row of 

prophets holding appropriate texts, or representations of more narrative scenes which feature 

prophets, for example Zechariah in a chariot as seen in Ishkhani murals (ill.5), or even the cycle 

reflecting the biblical story featured in the thirteenth-century katholion of the Kirants monastery 

(ill.6). In the murals commissioned by the famous Mkhargdzeli family, the band of the bottom of 

the dome is occupied by scenes from the life of different prophets. The Khakuli case can be 

regarded as a variation of these choices, since it is the scene of the Ascension of prophet Elijah 

which appears there (ill.7). The latter is presented beneath the huge cross on the southern section 

of the dome. In the scene of the Ascension of Elijah, the prophet is generally represented as 

ascending to the heaven in a quadriga mostly driven by four horses; that is regarded in patrology 

as a symbol of four main virtues of man. In most cases he is presented together with Elisha 

receiving his mantle. 1 The Khahkhuli image represents traditional version of this scene combining 

two episodes of the story. What is unusual here, is that behind Elijah appears the figure of Angel 

identified by Asomtavruli inscription as “Raphael”.2 Archangel Raphael is considered to be a 

protector in the prophet’s journey, and it seems that the inclusion of this specific angel in the 

composition can be explained by this aspect of his service – he accompanies the Prophet Elijah in 

his sacred journey to heaven.   

Let us now consider the iconography of the Ascension of Elijah in the broader context of dome 

programmes of Georgian churches, since several comparable examples can be cited here. We have 

 
1 For iconography of this scene see: M.Kadiroglu, N. Peker, B.Isler, The Iconography of the Scene of Ascension of 
Elijah in Capadocian and Tao –Klardjetian Wall Painting, p. 100‐ 101The  
2 At a first glance, an inclusion of Archangel Michael would have been more understandable here, thanks to the 
liturgical texts of the Ascension feast telling the meeting of Archangel Michael with Prophet Elija, focusing on the 
theme of the Ascension of the prophet to the heaven and the second coming of the Lord. 
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already mentioned the dome of the Kirants Church (ill.8) where among the Old Testament scenes 

the Ascension of the prophet occupies a prominent place. This episode from the Old Testament is 

also attested in the Nikortsminda Church decoration (ill.9). These murals are dated to the 17th c, 

although according to Virsaladze they follow the scheme of the original, 11th c. layer of the 

painting. The scene of the Ascension of Elijah also appears in the early twelfth century on the 

celling of the Natlismtsemeli monastery in the David Gareji desert, demonstrating the transition of 

this theme from the dome program to the domeless decoration.  

Virsaladze traditionally explains the dominance of this theme in the dome programmes of 

Georgian churches by its eschatological context. It is well known that Prophet Elijah is one of the 

most important protagonists of the Old Testament story. He occupies a special place in Judaic as 

well as Christian Eschatology. According to Judaic tradition, he is a “messenger” of the Messiah 

and restorer of God’s people, whereas in the Christian tradition he is considered to be the “witness” 

and forerunner of the Second Coming of the Lord. Thus, the inclusion of the prophet entering the 

heaven by means of a chariot of fire? on the “heaven” of the dome, alongside with the Vision of 

the Cross is considered to be a reference to the biblical story of his Ascension and the final events 

of the history.  I would argue that the representation of the Ascension of the Prophet alongside the 

Glorification of the Cross illustrating the “end of the world” could also contain historical 

references; and can be related to one of the most precious relics kept in Georgia – the mantle of 

Prophet Elijah which was left to Elisha as a witness of his corporal Ascension and promised return 

into the world. According to medieval Georgian chronicles Conversion of Kartli the mantle of 

Elijah was allegedly brought by Jews driven out of Jerusalem during the siege of 

Nabuchodanazzer. According to the ecclesiastic tradition it was buried with the Chiton of Christ 

that was brought to Mtsketa by the Jewish priest Elioz in the main church of  Mtsketa - the 

Svetitskoveli – rereferred  to in the Georgian sources as the “Holy of the Holies” or the “Mother 

of all churches” (ill.10) . The transition of these relics and the foundation of the most sacred site 

became the basis of “Jerusalimisation” of Mtskheta. Thus, the popularity of this theme in the dome 

programmes can be related to the relic of the Svetitskoveli cathedral and, the Georgians refer to 

this biblical story not solely for its eschatological interpretation, but as a memoria of one of the 

major shrines of the Georgian Kingdom. This association in medieval thinking should have been 

more vivid. If we take into account the importance of this relic as reflected in Georgian historical 

sources, as well as in a large number of deeds, this symbolical link appears highly plausible. What 
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makes it especially significant is that in Georgian sources the mantle of the prophet is always cited 

in conjunction with the shroud of Christ. Indeed, in the Conversion of Kartli these two relics seems 

to be inseparable in its significance. It is obvious that in Georgian spiritual history the mantle is 

perceived to be a “forerunner” of the major relic and palladium of Georgia – the shroud of Christ. 

Their unity and presence in one and the same sacred space -  the Svetitskhoveli cathedral,  stands 

for the fulfilment of the Old and the New Testaments  in  “ new Jerusalem” of  the city of Mtsketa.  

It is obvious that the importance of the relic of the mantle stimulated the special cult of the prophet 

in Georgia as attested by the folk feasts dedicated to St.Elijah, numerous churches dedicated to 

him, or many toponyms inspired by his name. Even the prominence of the sheep’s cloth of Elijah 

attested in the Georgian folk feasts is regarded to be an influence of the importance of the mantle 

relic in Georgia, by ethnographers. 

It is noteworthy that according to all existed versions of the texts of the conversion of Kartli the 

first Christian king of Georgia was converted into Christianity on the 20th of June; on the very day 

when the church commemorates the feast of the “Ascension of St. Elijah to Heaven”. If we take 

into account a very special role of the prophet Elijah in patrology, this ‘coincidence’ would show 

a deep symbolic roots: The Prophet Elijah defended the worship of the Hebrew God, returning the 

Hebrew people to the right faith, because of that, by  significance he is sometimes compared to the 

lawgiver Moses. He is considered to be a protector of the royal dynasties and we find an epithet of 

“protector of the Kings” in reference to Elijah in the Akathist text. The royal aspect of his cult 

seems to be especially pronounced in Georgian history, since the first Christian king of Iberia was 

converted on the feast day of the Great Prophet. Thus, St Eliajah and his mantle believed to have 

been buried in Georgia became a natural protector and palladium of the Georgian state.  Therefore, 

the representation of this biblical episode at Khakhuli may be interpreted as a distant remainder of 

“national” relic of the country.  The local importance of this theme may have encouraged the 

designer of the Khakhuli murals to give it such prominence in the overall programme. It is 

noteworthy that the painter distinguished it even by a manner of execution: the curves of the 

flowing drapery are comparatively thick and differ from the rest of the painting by expressiveness 

remotely reminding the partitions of the enamel work (ill.12), thus differentiating this image  from 

the others stylistically. It cannot be accidental either that the whole composition differs from the 

rest of the painting by the choice of colours.      
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The key to understanding the context of the Khakhuli image can be found in the murals of the 

chamber of the David Gareji monastery from the Udabno desert. Here the scene of the Ascension 

of the prophet Elijah appears alongside images from the life of St. Nino, apostolic saint of Georgia. 

The principal wall-paintings represent the history of conversion of Kartli, among which the miracle 

of the Svetitskoveli – the life-giving pillar attracts a special attention. According to Zaza Skhirtlaze 

the inclusion of the scene of the Ascension of the prophet in the programme representing the 

history of conversion of Kartli can be variously interpreted – in general mantle stands for the 

symbol of divine grace left by prophet on the Earth. It can also be interpreted as a symbol of the 

unity of the Old and new Testaments in the Svetitskoveli Cathedral. I would argue that the 

symbolic link to the Svetitskoveli church in the murals of the chamber is further stressed by the 

images of the Trinity and that of the Ladder of Jacob. Both of them appear as important symbols 

of the life-giving pillar of the Svetitskoveli in the famous twelfth-century Sermon on the Living 

Pillar, The Lord’s Tunic and the Catholic Church’ written by catholicos Nikoloz Gulaberidze. The 

ladder of Jacob is presented in the text of conversion of Kartli as a prefiguration of the burial place 

of Christ’s Tunic and that of the mantle of the prophet Elijah. Therefore, the murals of the Gareji 

reveal the “national” overtones of the overall programme giving a palpable allusion to “second 

Jerusalem” or new Jerusalem of Georgia with the reference to its main Locus Sanctus.    

The symbolic link to the sacred city of Mtsketa is supported by other ecclesiastical buildings 

commissioned by the tenth-century king David Curopalates. One has an impression that 

Svetitskoveli symbolically ‘re-appears’ in all churches commissioned by this influential ruler of 

Tao –Klarjeti region. For instance, note the prominence of the image of Zion included in the 

sanctuary programme of the Otkhta murals  (ill.14) . Zaza Skirtladze interprets this image as a 

symbolic allusion to the Mater Ecclesia of Georgia, the Svetistskoveli Cathedral, which in some 

Georgian sources is referred to as the ‘Church of Zion’. Even the choice of the basilican plan for 

a group of splendid churches commissioned by David of Tao in historical Tao is considered to 

have been inspired by the old Svetitskoveli church. The sculptural decoration of the Oshki church 

is worth evoking in this regard (ill.15)  - the image of St Nino  carved into one of the pillars in the 

south gallery obviously promotes the remembrance of this major church of Georgia, illustrating 

the miracle of the erection of the life giving pillar of the Svetitskoveli. These allusions seem to be 

natural??. Along with the special significance of Mtskheta as the ecclesiastic capital and spiritual 

center of Georgia, the political situation of the country should be taken in account. Unifications of 
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kingdoms generally took place through the hegemony exercised by central regions. In Georgia, we 

have a very atypical case, whereby the unification started from what was traditionally considered 

to be the periphery of the country, since traditional centers of the kingdom, such as Kartli, were 

occupied by Arabs. In fact, the kings and aristocrats of Kartli were exiled by Arab emirs to the 

southern part of Georgia and the former worked towards unification from this very part of the 

country. Thus, the symbolic reference to the “ heart” of Georgian kingdom,  the Svetitskoveli,  so 

to say, Axis Mundi of Georgian church and state  –  evidenced in ecclesiastic building campaign 

carried out by David III of Tao may well contain  political undertones. It demonstrated the spiritual 

unity of Georgia and the idea of its political unification which was about to be begin.  

This attitude is fully ‘illustrated’ by the inscription preserved at Samtavro, one of the main 

churches of Mtskheta (ill.16). Unusual inscription on the triumphal arch tells the story of 

coronation of the Bagrationi king from the Tao region in Mtskheta. The latter is identified to be 

the king Adarnase II who was the first to receive the title of the Georgian King” after the abolition 

of the kingdom of Kartli by Sasanians in the sixth century. This eleventh-century inscription 

reflects the restoration of Kartvelian monarchy in Mtskheta, and it was considered to be so 

important by the later restorers of the church that it was repeated and saved as late as the 17th 

century. Thus, Mtskheta the site of coronations of Georgian kings and of consecration of cathalicoi, 

maintained the significance of spiritual center even in the period under Arabian rule and the 

inscription cited here gave a special emphasis to this circumstance. It is instructive that during the 

centuries everywhere?? Mtsketa the formal capital of Kartli is called the “capital”  -  metropolis of 

Georgia , the word that stands for the meaning of the Heavenly Jerusalem in patrology.   

I would also argue that the reference to one of the “national” relics in the Khakuli church might 

give also evoke concrete associations relevant to Byzantium, where the cult of the Prophet Elijah 

was strongly promoted. It is well known that the prophet Elijah was proclaimed to be a patron saint 

of the Emperor Basil I and in course of time the prophet became one of the most important patrons 

of the Macedonian dynasty, contemporary to David III’s rule  Nea Eklesia built by Basil I was the 

most ambitious church building erected in Constantinople since the sixth century3. One of the most 

important relics of the church was the sheepskin of the prophet Elijah.4 The feast of the prophet on 

 
3 Observations on the Nea Ekklesia of Basil I, p. 52‐53. 
4 58. 
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the 20th of June was especially important to this site. According to the typikon of the great church 

in the Nea “a more splendid festival is celebrated, with the Emperor and senate and patriarch 

assembling there”.5 It is inconceivable that king David Curopalatos was not aware of this 

Byzantine practice. Support for this historical parallelism can be found in a special personality of 

David III per se. David III “ kurapalatos of whole East” was the dominant ruler of Caucasus; the 

most distinguished representative of the Bagrationi family in Tao. His rulership is regarded as a 

turning point in the history of unification of the Georgian lands. After his successful campaign 

against the rebellion of Barda Skleros in 979, he conducted a more active policy of independence 

from Byzantium, breaking away from the shadow of powerful Christian neighbors to the west. 

Thus, the claim of possessing this precious relic, strongly promoted in ancient Georgian historical 

sources and Georgian visual art, gave a special authority to Georgian sovereign, possibly reflecting 

the challenge to Byzantium pretending to possess the actual relic.  Moreover, it is well known that 

Emperor Basil I promoted his symbolic connection with the biblical kings David and Solomon. 

The sermons of Nea Ecclesia openly attested to this attitude and aspirations of the Emperor. The 

Biblical provenance of the Bagrationi royal house was a well-known topos by the tenth century. 

The special importance of this theme was reflected even in the writings of Constantine 

Porphirogenitus, according to which Iberians claimed to be the descendants of the Biblical King 

Davit and consequently the progenies of the Virgin. Notably, none of the dynasties in the history 

of Byzantine Empire succeeded in establishing the idea of their Biblical origins, the fact that gave 

a special privilege to Georgian sovereigns. The representation of the Ascension of Alexander the 

Great (ill.17), the widely-recognized archetype of the powerful ruler, on the southern facade of the 

Khakhuli church demonstrates the scale of ambition of Georgian rulers who overtly challenged the 

might of Byzantium. 

In conclusion, it is noteworthy that the text of conversion of Kartli elaborates the statement that 

the relics buried in Georgia – the mantle of Elijah and the Chiton of Christ had implications not 

only for the past and the present but also in eschatological terms, and their time would in fact come 

when they “appear in glory over the world”. This future-centric context is strongly emphasized in 

a number of Georgian royal documents. Thus, in medieval Georgia both of these relics carried 

eschatological connotations, and their conceptualization was linked to their active protection of 

 
5 Basil I p. 195. 
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the Georgian kingdom, but also to a special mission which Georgian kingdom was to embark on 

in “future time”.   



1 
 

Khandzta Monastery 

 

In the late eighth century St. Gregory initiated a large monastic movement in Klarjeti 

region. After he spend two years in Opiza monastery, St Gregory in around 782 established his 

first monastery here (Khandzta, Shatberdi, Nunneries – Gunatle, Mere; Ubisi – in west 

Georgia). During the centuries this monastery was the most important centre in Klarjeti, it was 

some kind of principal base of monastic colonies in this region. As V. Djobadze characterizes 

the monastery, “it was destined to revive once again the national identity of Georgia by 

mobilizing its spiritual forces against the Arab overlords”.  

The complex consists of several buildings, from which some are in ruins: the main 

church dedicated to St George, Bell-tower, ruins of a refectory, a tiny chapels and three 

rectangular cells in three stories. On the west there are a spring and a small barrel-vaulted 

chapel above it, which according to V. Djobadze should have been built in 820s. On the outside 

of the monastic enclosure, on the southwest (some three hundred meters) of the monastery on 

top of a hill there are three small barrel-vaulted chapels. When in 1904 Niko Marr visited the 

monastery, he described several buildings which now no longer exist: he identified the 

seminary or library, storage rooms and other subsidiary buildings on three layered terraces, as 

well as winepress on the southwestern side.  

The first church, constructed by St Gregory, as well as cells for monks and refectory 

were built with wood. In the 820-s the wooden church was replaced by the masonry church 

with the material support of a local nobleman Gabriel Daphanchuli. Since then this monastery 

became a resting place for Daphanchuli family, but only for male descendants of Gabriel 

Daphanchuli; as for women, they were buried in Gunatle nunnery (Shavsheti). The Vita of St 

Gregory keeps numerous interesting information including the description of rules for the 

everyday, monastic and liturgical life in the monastery. According to the Vita, while working 

on monastic rules, Gregory of Khandzta asked a friend who was on his way to Jerusalem to 

write down the Sabaite rule/Typikon and bring it back to Georgia. In about 826 Gregory’s 

friend handed him „The Rule of Mar Saba“, according to which Gregory compiled his own. 

This story described in the Vita once again shows how closely Georgia was connected to the 

Holy Land and especially to the monasteries established by Sabas. In the Vita this description 

occupies important part of the text, part of the text below vividly illustrates everyday life of 

monks: „During the first days of our Blessed Father Gregory, the typicon for his disciples was 

very strict. There was a small bed within their cells, a few meager items, and a vessel for water, 

whereas there was nothing else to give comfort to the flesh, neither food nor drink. They only 
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received suაstenance when they ate together at trapeza, this was how they lived. Many of them 

did not drink wine at all and those who did, only partook of a little bit. They did not have a 

fireplace in their cells, because fires were not lit, neither did they light a candle at night. Instead 

the night was spent in Psalmody and the day was spent reading books”. 

From the early tenth century, a new wave of construction activity started in the region 

caused by the increased number of monks on the one hand, and by the growing power of their 

donors on the other. In 910s and 920s the monastery of Khandzta underwent significant 

renewal, commissioned by the member of the royal family Ashot III Kukhi, when in 918 Ashot 

died, the main church still was not finished and it was completed by Gurgen Duke of Dukes, a 

nephew of Ashot. Another quotation from the Vita of Gregory regarding the construction of 

the church: „Through Arseni’s (Arseni was an abbot of the monastery) initiative, the new and 

beautiful church was tarted upon a bare, uncompromising cliff. After much time they cleared 

a place through extensive labor with rock and mortar, made all the preparations for 

construction, until it was completely built. May Christ bless Amona, the wise builder and all 

those who helped, through whom the church was victoriously built. Men brought rock and 

mortar on their backs from a great distance upon a difficult path.“  

The church built by the architect named Amona is one of the outstanding monuments 

in terms of artistic and technical quality. The church is an inscribed-cross structure with a dome 

supported by apse projections on the east and two free-standing piers on the west. The facades 

of the main volume remain plain, while the dome is more elaborated. Geometrically 

crystallized octagonal shape of the drum is vivified not only by the decorative arches on double 

colonnettes, but also by the broken line of cornice and the roofing in the form of a half-opened 

umbrella. When V. Djobadze studied the church he noticed the well-preserved purple pigments 

on the double colonnettes, based on which he suggested that these collonettes were painted in 

purple. 

“Amona obviously was aware of and respected the architecture of the previous times, 

for this church he applied graded scheme of the squinch system with three rows of squinches, 

which never appears after the 7th c in Georgia and its neighboring countries. A tall octagonal 

drum is erected above four big squinches. In the upper corners of the drum we have eight 

smaller squinches and above them 16 diminutive ones are made. This reminiscence witnesses 

for Amona’s knowledge and appreciation of classical forms rather than for his conservatism” 

(D. Khoshtaria). The church was painted at some point, from which only few fragments has 

survived.    
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So the Khandzta monastery, namely the main church of St George “turned out to be 

hotbeds of new architectural ideas. Amona, as the “builder with great wisdom” constructed 

the church which heralds new developments in the architecture of the region. It shows that the 

previous humble churches built of roughly cut stone corresponded no more to the aspirations 

of the time. With a lots of novelties, such as the blind arches on the drum and the broken line 

of cornice, wide omega shaped adornments above the windows, the church is considered as a 

predecessor not only of Opiza and Doliskana churches, but the churches built by David 

Kurapalate in Tao” (D. Khoshtaria).    

On the south of the main church there is remains of the refectory, presumably also built 

by Amona. This was a rectangular structure divided into two equal parts by four pairs of 

cruciform piers bearing five pairs of arches. The only entrance to the refectory was from the 

north side directly facing the southern door of the main church. Underneath the refectory there 

is a basement storey, perhaps a room used as a kitchen. Between the church and the refectory 

a tiny church and cells are erected, dated back to the 10th c. Such planning of the two most 

important buildings (church and refectory) of the monastery should have been determined by 

the regulation/typicon of the monastery. Typically refectories are situated to the west, south 

and north of the main church and doors of the church and refectory are facing each other. 13th 

c. Typicon from Shiomgvime monastery, as well as some other typicons of different 

monasteries in Byzantine, describe the procession which took place after the conducting the 

divine liturgy. According to the typicons after conducting a service the monks were gathered 

near the door of the church and headed to the refectory, chanting the Psalm (Psalm 144, 1-7). 

The monks took seats in accordance with a hierarchy and the meal was served. Then the reader 

would begin to read texts from the Gospel or from the lives of saints and the brethren would 

start having meal. After the meal, the reader was obliged to clean up plates and dishes, and the 

cook had to put leftovers in a basket. Then some prayers were read and afterwards the monks 

left the dining hall.  

Apparently, the above-described regulations that required the monks to collect near the 

door of the church after holding a service and follow together to the refectory, determined the 

location of a church and a refectory in the monastery. This procession meant that the church 

and the refectory should be situated close to each other, in a way that the monks could walk 

freely from one building to the other.  

On the west we have two-story bell tower, which must have been built in the fourth 

decade of the 16th c. On the walls of the bell-tower there are two inscriptions, which mention 

the builders of it: hieromonk Markoz, Anton and stone masons Abesalma Kldeli, Kamiri, 
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Kazani and Msakhura. Markoz, mentioned in the inscription is the same person who is also 

mentioned in the Sinai Georgian Synodikon, that is the Sinai commemorative Chronicle, as 

„builder of the Bell-tower in Khandzta“. According to Synodikon, Markoz from Klarjeti, in 

about 1545 moved from Khandzta to Sinai (in the monastery of St Ekaterine).  
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Kumurdo 

The church of Kumurdo takes up a special role in the development of Georgian architecture, as 
much due to its unique spatial layout as to its – attested – early building date of 964, mentioned 
in the inscription of the main portal tympanum. 
“With God's help, the bishop Iovane laid the foundation of this church by my hand - of the sinful 
Sakostari, in the time of King Leon - may he be glorified by God - in koronikon 184 [=964 CE] 
the first of May, Saturday,at the new moon, when Zvia was eristavi; this foundation was laid by 
him.Christ be a fellow fighter to your slave, amen.” 

A second inscription, placed on the eastern façade, once more secures God’s mercy for the 
Bishop Iovane.It must be one of the largest and most visible ones in medieval Georgia: the 
bishop made sure that his memory would remain present for beholders centuries to come. 

  

Original structure of the 10th century 

The church built under Iovane appeared cruciform from the outside, with short cross arms to the 
north and south, a slightly longer one to the east and an even longer but narrower one to the west. 
A dome surmounted the crossing, today missing. This seemingly simple spatial structure hides a 
very complex inner disposition, in a way typical for Georgian architecture from the late 10th 
century onwards.A hexagonal dome bay is surrounded by lateral apses and a variety of divided 
spaces in the West and East. The internal tripartition of the eastern parts of the church is perhaps 
the most common element; the elongated central bay with apse flanked by pastophoria is known 
since the 7th century and becomes ubiquitous under the Bagratides. 

Exterior 

In consequence, the eastern façade with the large inscription can be integrated quite easily into 
the large group of buildings with a straight façade interrupted by triangular niches, marking the 
space between the apses. Here, the niches are much higher than the central window, (unlike, for 
example, the early example of Tsromi), but there are no blind arcades decorating the surface (as 
in Oshki and many other places). Emphasis is put on the decorative value of the excellently 
carved, pink stones (everything in grey is part of the 1930s and 1970s restoration campaigns). 
Shallow cross reliefs and ornaments decorate the smaller windows, while the central window 
possesses an unusual double frame which integrates figures of the evangelist symbols on both 
sides. It is remarkable that the architect used a dark red stone for certain elements such as a cross 
in the gable, which is not made as a relief but nevertheless becomes visible through the colour 
effect. 

The lateral facades follow the same system, but as they hide only two apses – as we will see on 
the inside - , there is consequently only one triangular niche in the middle of each façade, flanked 
by windows (with the more ancient type of hood moulds). 

All that rests of the western cross arm exterior is the (later added) surrounding porch. 

Interior 



Unlike the exterior suggests, the interior is a centralized space, once dominated by the dome. The 
dome rests on six piers, which form a hexagonal crossing bay. The lateral cross arms are divided 
in two axis by the lateral piers of the hexagonal dome bay. Behind their straight exterior walls, 
two apses on each side are hidden. This combination of hexagonal dome bay and “radial” apses 
is usually connected with the group of centralized multi-apsidal churches such as Bochorma (10th 
c) or Katskhi (11th c). The only church with a vaguely similar plan (even if closer to the model of 
Katskhi) is the cathedral of Nikortsminda, also of the 11th century. 

The western cross arm is largely destroyed today. Older drawn reconstructions suggest that it had 
a U-shaped tribune running along lateral and western walls. This would have found parallels in 
the early solution of Tsromi, with its “emperor tribune”, or the later example of Bagrati 
Cathedral in Kutaisi, to name just a few.  At the same time, the presence of aisles and a tribune in 
the nave is a distinctive factor if for example compared to Oshki, built right around the same 
time.There the western arm is indeed also narrower than the choir, but not divided by piers or 
filled with a tribune. 

The system of vaulting appears rather straightforward in Kumurdo. Barrel vaults surround the 
central dome. The six piers which carry the dome are of simple polygonal shape; only above the 
capital a system of stepped moulded arches and responds is developed. Similar piers appear in 
Oshki – there only the eastern pair of the four dome piers. The transition to the dome is made 
possible with small stepped squinches inserted into larger pendentives. The function of the 
squinches is not so much to create a transition from polygon to circle (of the dome) but rather to 
house sculptures [here: Queen Gurandukt, mother of Bagrat III and King Leon]. We know little 
about the destroyed dome. Of the drum remains the lowest layer, including odd niches with a 
cusped arch. Could these be additions of the attested 16th century remodeling [inscription above 
the precinct portal?]? This would mean that, similar to other large Georgian churches, the dome 
had already been destroyed a first time during the Middle Ages. 
Of the barrel vaults the choir one is best preserved. It shows one remarkable element, the 
transversal arch resting on corbels placed high above the ground – instead of the more common 
stepped wall piers. This raises questions for the possible reconstruction of the nave: did the vault 
arches rest on protruding stepped piers there or were the piers flush with the rest of the wall - 
then a similar solution as in the choir would be thinkable for the vault. 

The drawn reconstruction proves to be somewhat contradictory: while the lower piers indeed are 
not stepped, the upper, tribune ones carry the wall piers under the transversal arches – thought in 
3d, this is practically impossible, as the upper piers would protrude over the lower ones. In 
consequence, it appears that one of the distinctive features of Kumurdo church is the use of 
corbels instead of wall piers, giving preference to undisturbed surfaces (for the application of 
paintings?) also on the inside. 

Southern Porch 

One of the most interesting features of Kumurdo Cathedral is the southern porch. It seems to be 
one of the earliest examples of a porch placed in front of the southern portal (and not alongside 
the western cross arm), which has the shape of an individual chapel with own eastern apse. The 
origins are open – perhaps it was inspired by solutions such as that of Samshwilde (before 777), 
where a pastophoria-like chapel was placed at the eastern end of the southern porch wing. Later, 
in the 11th and 12th century, these chapel-porches become widespread and often, as in Manglisi 
take the shape of a miniature dome-hall church with a figurated umbrella vault marking the 
central “domed” bay. In Kumurdo, the porch only consists of a square bay, a small barrel vault 
and the apse to the east, as well as an even more miniature version of the same spatial concept 
forming a chapel in the wall strenght between porch and church. It is not certain how the spare 



bay way vaulted. Squinches with small angel figures remain in the east, but if they supported a 
rounded dome as in the main church or filled the corners of a vault similar to the ones of the 
Oshki porch, has to remain open. 

The function of such porches is still not entirely clear, but the apse, together with the prosthesis-
like side chamber, speaks for a liturgical or ceremonial use of the space. A key to the 
interpretation of the space’s function might be the many inscriptions, studied by Antony 
Eastmond. That of the portal tympanon has been mentioned before. In the centuries after the 
church was built, numerous commemorative inscriptions were added aropund the foundation 
inscription, occupying primarily the northern wall around the main portal. They mention feast 
days fixed in honour of probably local noblemen – according to Eastmond containing an almost 
legal character in announcing the consequences (before God), should the feast not be celebrated 
in the intended way. Again according to Eastmond, the careful graphic layout as well as 
ostentatious placement would make the inscriptions some kind of “textual icon”, an object 
“serving as representation of truth with access to the divine”. We must thus assume that the 
liturgical use of those porch-chapels was strongly connected to questions of personal memory 
and preoccupation for the afterlife – perhaps as placement for an altar, where masses for the 
deceased would be held. 

A parallel case for this is Manglisi, where the porch-chapel contains inscriptions of similar 
content and sometimes almost identical formulation – yet, they are decisively less elaborately 
carved. Would this contradict Eastmond’s interpretation? Apparently, there, some decades later, 
the visual quality was losing importance and the focus was laid on the content conveyed by the 
texts. Also, in Manglisi several inscriptions of similar content appear in entirely different 
locations, such as on the outer church walls or on the outside of the porch. Was this choice made 
in a hope for better visibility, compared to the dark interior of a porch chapel? Many questions 
remain open. 

Western Porches – Expansion of the 11th century 

In any case, the topic of porches remained an important one. In the 11th century, under Bagrat IV, 
the western cross arm was surrounded by a large U-shaped porch, a feature present in Georgian 
architecture throughout the medieval period (presumably once developed from the type of the 
Late Antique “Dreikirchenbasilika”). The porch was richly decorated with blind arcades resting 
on slender double colonettes, typical for the architecture of the Bagratide period. The two central 
arches of the southern porch wing were entirely open towards the outside, again a very common 
solution for most porches alongside the nave or western cross arm; similarly common the fact 
that it possessed its own apse as well. 

An interesting features is the building inscription that runs along the entire porch below the 
stringcourse. Large inscriptions in this area of the building are rare, but at the same time 
geographically widespread during the 10th to 12th centuries: for example there is one in Cufic 
letters at Hosios Loukas in Greece, a number of examples adorning Fatimid Mosques in modern 
Egypt and a late one, in Greek letters, at the Martorana church in Palermo from the mid-12th 
century. 

Sculpture - Royal Images 

Apart from the Evangelists of the Eastern window and the hard-to-interpret heads in the 
triangular façade niches, it is in particular the two reliefs from the dome squinches, which attract 
interest. The female figure is identifiable as Queen Gurandukt, mother of Bagrat III, through an 
inscription. It was through her that Bagrat III received Abkhaseti and was able to unify Georgia. 



The man opposite does not possess an inscription. It might be that it is her brother King Leon III. 
According to Eastmond, the reliefs are the only example for royal imagery of the kings of 
Abkhaseti. 

Planned Reconstruction 

Even if the ruin already contains considerable parts of replaced masonry, reconstruction works 
are supposed to continue, much as in the case of Bagrati Cathedral. This caused controversy, as 
the church is contested between the Armenian and the Georgian church. Furthermore, the 
reconstruction of dome and western cross arm cannot rely on evidence but will be a complete 
invention. In the choice of forms for these parts, it is well possible to reach a falsification, 
making it stylistically lean more towards the 11th century Bagratid stylistic idiom than 
underlining the transitional status (geographically and temporally) that the church indeed has. In 
particular the dome is a problem: in following the proposition of Chubinashvili, the 
reconstruction plan shows a dome drum with a large blind arcade, much alike for example the 
one of Ishkhani, but also similar to the other 11th century dome drums, which we still have. 
However, as explained, Kumurdo has a very specific preference for unarticulated surfaces – can 
we nevertheless expect this kind of decoration for the dome (as is the case in Manglisi), or would 
the dome not rather have followed the principles of the lower façade zones? 
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 Church of the Holy Cross in Manglisi    

The cathedral of Manglisi, also known as Manglisi Sioni and dedicated to the Holy Cross until at 
least the 15th century, is one of the first important sites of Christian faith in the country and 
remained of central cultic importance far into the medieval period – as we will see when 
discussing the structure in detail. The current building is a result of at least three large 
construction campaigns: one in late Antiquity, one in around 1020 to 1027, as is revealed by 
several recorded inscriptions, and a last one in the 1850s, resulting in the loss of many original 
features. 
In terms of historiography, the church was rarely in the focus of scholarship. While it created 
considerable interest in the early days of scholarly investigations in the mid-19th century, when 
many of the now-lost inscriptions were recorded, only two articles of the 1920s (Chubinashvili, 
Shanidze) and a monographic treatment of the 1960s (Dvali) followed. This is even more 
surprising as the church remains a unique exception among the many 11th century churches of 
Georgia in several aspects, as well concerning the typology of the architecture as the – 
presumed- history of its creation. 

First building phase 
 
The church is one of the most ancient foundations in Kvemo Kartli. The legendary account of the 
Kartlis Tskhovreba claims that it was King Mirian himself, who had asked the emperor 
Constantine to send Greek stonemasons and carpenters to erect the church. Constantine would 
have accepted this and not only sent stonemasons but also gave them valuable relics – the 
suppedaneum of the True Cross and the nails of the crucifixion in order to help endow the church 
of Manglisi and that of Erusheti. 

This legend is of central importance for understanding the unique building history of the church 
– even if, in fact, the bishopric was only established under King Vakhtang I Gorgasal of Iberia 
(*449 †502/522) in the years between 472 and 484. A bishop of Manglisi appears in synodal lists 
of the early 6th century, and we might assume that a cathedral was in existence at that point. In 
the early 7th century, the Armenian catholicos forbids his people the pilgrimage to the venerated 
relics of Manglisi and thus indirectly confirms a thriving cult and supraregional importance of 
the church. 
Since the work of Chubinashvili, the first church is imagined as a tetraconch inscribed in an 
external octagon, of which everything but the eastern conch would be inscribed in today’s 
building. Indeed, the peculiar shape and remarkably low proportions of the medieval church 
testify to this: in the 11th century, the Late Antique church was only encased in a new shell of 
ashlars and equipped with a new eastern end and porches. One peculiar feature of the first church 
remains: small chambers with apses placed in the wall strength in the corners between the 
conches, which originally were open towards the exterior and possessed doors to the interior. 
The closest parallels to this arrangement can be found in the later 5th century churches of the 
Kathisma and on Mount Garizim in Palestine, both erected at biblical memorial sites. Indeed, the 
overwhelming majority of centralised triconch or tetraconch buildings of the late antique period 
had a memorial function or marked important sites of veneration. Thus, it is probable that this 
shape was chosen in connection with the veneration of the Cross relics mentioned already in the 
early legends. 
The eastern end of this building, replaced in 1020, is of uncertain shape – it might have mirrored 
the western half, with a conch and small spaces in the diagonal axis, or have shown a more 



classical tripartite choir. As a consequence of this uncertainty, we also cannot confirm that the 
first Manglisi church indeed played a key role in the development of the Jvari-type, as 
sometimes postulated, or is rather part of a parallel development. 
Finally, one might wonder if a tetraconch church of the rather modest dimensions still 
perceivable could have served as pilgrimage / memorial church and cathedral at the same time. 
Perhaps, one might speculate, there was a second church, a basilica more in line with the 
architectural standards of early cathedrals in Georgia. This would have been abandoned in the 
medieval period, when building activities were focused on the revalorisation of the venerated 
and venerable centralised structure. 

Second building phase  

In the early 11th century, during the reign of George I. (1014–1027), son of Bagrat III., the 
original building was enlarged and adorned with sculptural decoration of the period. The 
remodelling of the church entirely changed the exterior appearance. In the first step, a 
rectangular transept-like bay and an adjoining tripartite choir with central apse and two 
pastophoria was added – following the standard scheme of Georgian architecture of the period. 
Subsequently, the original building was fully encased in a new outer shell of ashlars and a high 
dome drum was erected, encasing a dome resting on pendentives. Finally, two porches were 
added to the west and south. 
Building joints help to distinguish the phases, most prominently one at the junction between 
choir and northern wall, indicating the latter’s posteriority. The western porch seems to have 
been a decision taken during the encasing of the old core, while the southern porch belongs to a 
third phase but cannot be much later than the rest. 
Sculptural decoration is – rather unusually – limited to the blind arcades of the porches and the 
dome drum as well as the carved window frames. These are all heavily restored in the 19th 
century, even if a drawing of Giorgi Gagarin of the 1840s confirms that the church never 
collapsed, making its dome drum one of the few preserved from the 11th century, together with 
Nikortsminda (the domes of Oshki and Ishkani are slightly older). However, one has to treat 
many parts of the sculptural decoration with care, as various idiosyncratic details such as the 
façade crosses were added rather arbitrarily. 
In any case, the medieval remodelling created a church very much in the style of the 11th 
century, but different from the newly erected ones of the period. Its rather low proportions and 
the dominance of the centralized nave underline this difference just as much as the importance 
given to undecorated surfaces of well-cut large ashlar masonry. 
It is here that we have to briefly talk about possible reasons for the remodelling. Already the fact 
that the building was remodelled, and not rebuilt from scratch requires explanation: it appears to 
be the only case for such a procedure in 11th century Georgia, at least among the more 
prominent churches. Together with the apparent intention to somewhat update the decoration, 
but not hide the differences to cotemporary new buildings, it seems clear that there was an 
agenda to visualise the old age of the church even after the remodelling. This can be connected 
to the tradition of a pilgrimage, of a relic veneration at this site – according to legend one of the 
longest lasting traditions of a relic veneration in the entire country. This tradition was supposed 
to remain visible, to be conveyed by the shape of the ‘upgraded’ church. The medieval beholder 
would presumably not have taken note of details such as ornamental decoration in the same way 
we do this now; however, he would have been able to distinguish aspects such as spatial shape, 
proportions or the dominance of plain ashlar walls. All this must have been aided by an oral 
narrative certainly present on site, which would have additionally ‘activated’ the memorial 
qualities of the building (to use a term coined by Stephan Albrecht in the discussion of similar 
strategies of conveying tradition through architecture in the abbey of Saint Denis). 
Unfortunately, the building inscriptions, which were recorded, do not tell us who commissioned 
the rebuilding, but in turn are rather clear on the dates. Eugene Brosset’s translation of the lost 



southern octagon window inscription, originally containing the donor’s name, is as follows: “In 
the name of God, through the intercession of the Living Cross, I was considered worthy, me, the 
poor […] to build this holy church, to pray for my soul. It was the year 240 [1020]” He found 
another now lost fragment, mentioning a consecration in 1027, while Shanidze mentions another 
previously overlooked fragment, which ready “[…] during the reign of Giorgi, ruler by the God 
over the East, Novelisimus”. This, together with another fragment mentioning 1020, it appeas 
clear that the remodelling took place in around that year, with another consecration – perhaps of 
the southern porch, which was added later and possesses its own apse – in 1027. All this indeed 
falls into the reign of Giorgi – and, additionally is confirmed by the sculptural decoration 
absolutely typical for the 1010s and 1020s. 
Controversy about who commissioned the church was sparked by the reading of an inscription in 
the apse of the southern porch, below the window, today half covered by a 19th century 
altarpiece. Brosset read the last decipherable word as “Baghou[…]r[…]”, which he completed to 
Baghouach Liparit. Ever since, the idea was entertained that the church was indeed remodelled 
on behalf of the Liparitids, relatives of the powerful Armenian Orbelians and engulfed in a 
“family feud” with the Bagritids during much of the 10th and 11th centuries. Even if the 
inscription is evidently not sufficient to confirm the assumption, we additionally possess a 
manuscript of 1047, executed in the convent of the Holy Cross of Manglisi and commissioned 
by  Liparit Eristaw of Eristaws – this confirms the close relations of the family to the site in 
Manglisi around 20 years after the remodelling. Additionally, the church possesses many 
parallels in shape and decoration to the monastery church of Katskhi, which served as family 
mausoleum to the Liparitids during much of the period in question: this church is of 
characteristic octagonal shape as well, perhaps indicating an inspiration from or reference to the 
building in Manglisi. 
Finally, if we accept this theory to be true, the remodelling of the ancient church with a strong 
interest in showing its ancient roots, would have been a purposeful political statement. The 
honour to be responsible for the revaluation of one of the oldest sites of veneration in the country 
would have reflected on the family’s tradition, shown its status as equal to that of the Bagratids 
and in a way legitimating the family’s claim for power. Manglisi would, in this reasoning, have 
become for the Liparitids what Jvari was for the Bagratids. 

Paintings  

The remains of medieval paintings in Manglisi, presumably executed after the remodelling of the 
building in the 1020s, are fragmentary. Still covering the entire church in the 1840s, the 
restoration of the 1850sseems to have swiped away all but those of the drum and dome. 
In the centre of the dome the Glory of the Cross (also e.g. in Timotesubani, Ishkhani), which is a 
rather usual scene but in the case of Manglisi receives a double importance, as it refers to the 
veneration of the cross relic as well. Further references to the cross are made in the portal gable 
and in the porch vault (the design of which is closely related to models originating perhaps in 
Oshki). 
A small figure riding on a lion has been interpreted as Saint Mamasor personification of the sun 
(elaborate?/discuss?) 
In the drum, Christ is shown as central part of a Deesis with the Virgin and John, as well as eight 
prophets. 

Remarks on individual building parts 
(for the discussion during the visit) 

Eastern end: the typical layout developed in the 7th century (Jvari/Saint Hripsime in 
Vagharshapat) and further developed until the medieval period. This type (with flat eastern wall 
and two pronounced niches between the apses) for the first time in its ‘perfection’ in Tsromi 



(626-634). 
The Manglisi solution is much closer to the 7th century examples than to contemporary ones: 
niches have the same height as the central window and are subsumed under a common hood 
mould, instead of a continuous blind arcade (in Manglisi only used for the porches). 
A possible model would be Samshvilde (759-777), at 20 km distance but today largely 
destroyed. The non-hierarchical treatment of the heights appears also on some Armenian 
examples of the 11th century, for example Marmashen. 

Octagon: 

The folded roof structure is particularly typical for Armenian churches, such as Xckonq (1025) 
or Marmashen (1029), there usually only applied to the dome itself. A folded circular roof for the 
lower zone of a centralized building is rather to be found in Georgia: Bochorma from the 10th 
century and Katskhi, 1010-14. 
The dome drum is most comparable to Katskhi (before the 19th century restoration) and 
Nikortsminda (before 1014). A difference lies in one small but decisive detail: the introduction 
of a triple colonette in the blind arcade, where other contemporary churches resort to a double 
colonette. While not changing the overall appearance a lot, this detail demonstrates an 
understanding of the systematic connection of the colonettes with the arches above: in Manglisi, 
the outer arches of the blind arcade are merged on top of the capitals, logically requiring a third, 
central support below the capitals, while for example those in Nik'orts'minda die into each other 
a good bit above the capital. The triple colonette system is in use much later for such prominent 
buildings as the Church of the Virgin in Gelati (after 1106). 
Porches: 
Most remarkably, the southern porch possesses a central pronounced vault and an apse to the 
east. It appears to have not only functioned as a transitional entrance space but also as an in some 
ways autonomous chapel in dome-hall shape. The combined porch/chapel type as it appears in 
Manglisi appears to be a development originating from the tradition of ‘Dreikirchenbasiliken’ of 
the 6th century. The church of Oshk'i, before 973, possesses a small open porch to the south of 
the central triconch structure and another one along the southern side of the nave, mirroring a 
closed elongated space to the north, both with eastern apses embedded in the wall strength. 
Structurally the later examples differ: already in K'umurdo, before 1000, we find a fully 
developed porch-chapel of a single bay, whereas the southern porch in Nik'orts'minda originally 
did not possess an apse, the current chapel to its east being a later addition. 
The strong presence of commemorative inscriptions as well in Manglisi as in K'umurdo might 
indicate a use of these spaces in memorial contexts. 

Inscriptions of the Holy-Cross Church in Manglisi mentioned by Brosset 1851, Brosset 
1859 and Shanidze 1926 

I. Building Inscriptions 
1. Southern Octagon Window – lost 
Brosset 1851 [2]: “… to commemorate my soul, mine, of the bishop Cuirice [Khatchce], who 
was considered worthy to build this Holy Church …“ 
Brosset 1859 [4]: “In the name of god, through the intercession of the Living Cross, I was 
considered worthy, me, the poor […] to build this holy church, to pray for my soul. It was the 
year 240 [1020]”Shanidze 1926: mentioned, but not republished 

2. Inner Southern 
Brosset 1851 [4]: “C[…] has built this great church in the easterly year 240 [1020]” 
Brosset 1859 [6]: “[…] this great church was built, it was the year 240 [1020]” 



3. Unknown (Above a Window or doorway?) – lost 
Shanidze 1926 [3]: “[…] during the reign of Giorgi, ruler by the God over the East, 
Novelisimus” 

4. Stone Fragment – lost 
Brosset 1859 [10]: “Glory to you, Lord, […] was consecrated in the month of February, 
the first day of the moon, in the year 247 [1027]“ 

5. Fragment in the Precinct Wall – lost 
Brosset 1851 [3]: “[…] Gabriel has built” 
Brosset 1859 [5]: “[…] Gabriel has built” 
Shanidze 1926 [10]: did not find the inscription 

6. Western Porch – not traceable 
Shanidze 1926 [8]: illegible except for “[…] bishop of Manglisi […]” 

7. Precinct Tower 
Brosset 1859 [11]: “Christ Lord, have pity with Arseni, bishop of Manglisi, and the 
artisan Theimouraz. In 355 [1647]” 
Shanidze 1926 [11]: “Christ God have mercy with the master craftsman and archbishop 
of Manglisi Arsen, February 355 [1647]” 

II. Memorial Inscriptions 

8. Southern Porch, Next to Apse Window 
Brosset 1851 [6]: “Holiest Lord […] archangel, we offered for an agape, in favour of our son; the 
priest and the bishop will read mess for him for two days. Whoever changes this, will pay for his 
sins. Christ, have mercy of Baghou[ach and of Tzkhow]r[eba]” (Alternative ending: Baghou[ach 
Lipa]r[it]) 
Brosset 1859 [8]: “On 8th of November, feast of the Archangel, I made an offering for an agape, 
in favour of […] all the priests and the bishops who will read mess. Whoever changes this, will 
pay for his sins. Christ, have mercy of Baghou[ach  Lipa]r[it]” 
Shanidze 1926 [7]: “On the 8th of November, the day of Archangels [I] donated an agape to 
[commemorate] Tevdore son of Vachinai with evening prayers [liturgy], whichever priest will be 
pray for him. Whoever changes this, will pay for his sins! Christ have mercy on Bagatur!” 

9. Southern Porch, Pillar Base in the Eastern Half 
Brosset 1859 [9]: “[…] I established an agape […] Whoever changes this, will pay for his sins.” 
Shanidze 1926 [6]: “ The day of Saint John I donated an agape for every night with evening 
prayers [liturgy]. Who changes it, will pay for his sins. “ 

10. Southern Porch, Eastern Outside Wall 
Brosset 1851 [5]: “Lord, remember the soul of Chalwa and of Constanti Ghodomis-Dze” 
Brosset 1859 [7]: “Lord, remember the soul of Chalwa and of Constanti Ghodomis-Dze” 
Shanidze 1926 [1]: “Our Lord, commemorate the soul of Ghodom’s sons […and?] of Constanti” 

11. South-Western Octagon Window 
Brosset 1851 [1]: “Christ have mercy for Aboulidze” 
Brosset 1859 [2]: “Oh Christ, have mercy for Saba Aboulidze” 
Shanidze 1926 [2]: “Christ forgive Abolira” 

12. South-Western Octagon Corner – very abraded 
Brosset 1851 [1]: “Christ have mercy for Saba Bibilouri” 
Brosset 1859 [1]: “Oh Christ, have mercy for Saba Bibilour” 



13. Southern Porch, North-Western Pilaster of the Central Bay 
Brosset 1851 [1]: “Lord, have mercy for the soul of Soula Saqwarelidze, amen” 
Brosset 1859 [3]: “Lord, give peace to the soul of Soula Saqouarelidze. Amen!” 
Shanidze 1926 [4]: mentioned. 

14. Southern Porch, North-Eastern Pilaster of the Central Bay 
Shanidze 1926 [5]: mentioned as fragmentary 

III. Other 

15. Dome 
Shanidze 1926 [9]: mentioned as fragmentary 
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Murals at Oshki Church 
 
In 1917, during the expedition organized under the direction of Ekvtime Taq’aishvili in 
historical Tao-Klarjeti, already special attention was given to the church of Oshki. Taq’aishvili 
gave a brief description of the frescoes surviving in the church and deciphered also the 
fragmentary donor inscription running along the painted band that divided the two registers 
of figures below the conch of the main apse. 
 
Foundation and Date 
The church in the small village of Camliyamac, is dedicated to St. John the Baptiste and had 
been built under the patronage of the rulers of the Tao-Klajeti Kingdom, Bagrat the Magistros 
(d. 966) and David III Curopalates (who ruled from 958 to 1001) in 963-976. David was greatly 
respected at the court of Constantinople as an important ally of the Byzantine Empire against 
Arab domination, first as a military supporter of Nicephoros Phocas and later of Basil II, against 
the rebellious Barda Skelleros. David was widely regarded as the mastermind behind the 
unification of Georgia, a process finalised 1022 under king David IV.  
Given the scale and magnificence of Oshki Church, and its refined sculptural decoration, we 
must regard this monument as conveying the key artistic aims of the period. It is the crucial 
projects of the ambitious rulers of Tao-Klarjeti. More than twenty inscriptions survive form 
Oshki. Of these, the principal foundation inscription is to be found painted over the main 
entrance to the church in the south transept. This extensive text states that the church was 
built by Bagrat, eristav of eristavs, and his brother Davit III Magistratos, the two sons of 
Adarnase II. It goes on to detail the costs and construction methods of the building. Bagrat 
and Davit are mentioned together or individually in at least six other inscriptions and a further 
two commemorate the Byzantine emperors Basil II and Constantine VIII. These date from the 
1020s, when Oshki was in the Byzantine-controlled theme of Iberia. All the inscriptions 
indicate the importance of Oskhi to the rulers of this region. 
 
Inscriptions 
The exact dates of the building can be established form two other inscriptions. The first of 
these, on a stone reused in a later building states that the church was begun on the Feast of 
the Annunciation, 963, and the second, on the east façade of the church, claims that it was 
completed within ten years. The first inscription also gives the date of Bagrat’s death as 
October 2, 966, indicating that much of the work must have been carried out by Davit alone. 
The church was still unfinished. The two Georgian rulers appear together twice at Oshki, once 
on the exterior and once inside the church in relief. This makes Oshki one of the few securely 
dated medieval churches in Tao-Klarjeti. 
According to another inscription the frescoes in the apse were executed with the donation of 
Jojik the Patrikios, in koronikon snv, i. e. in 1036.1 This painted inscription is among the image 
of church fathers in the main apse. 
“…. I have restored to grandeur and have painted the church of the blessed Forerunner, at the 
expense of Jojik, patrikos, of charitable soul. My God bless and protect him. Kornik’on was 256 
(= 1036) of the Greeks…” 
 

 
1 Only small fragments of the inscription have survived. For the English translation: Eastmond 1998, 232. 
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The paintings of 1036 adorned the entire interior of the church. However, over the past 
century most of these frescoes, which already survived only at separate fragments, have been 
lost. 
Oshki appears to have been not only a sizable monastery but also an administrative centre of 
the rulers of Tao-Klarjeti as well. But almost nothing of the secular structures has survived. 
Aside from the main church, a few monastic buildings have been preserved. Some 50 m 
northeast of the church are the ruins of the refectory, with adjacent seminary and scriptorium. 
And on the hill about 30 m north of the church may have been the residence of the bishop. A 
church of such dimensions must have had quarters for the clergy and visitors, a bath, 
warehouse, and administrative building, all of which may have perished.  
 
Architecture 
The church as a three-stepped platform – traditional for Georgian architecture – and is built 
with squared and smoothly finished yellowish limestone blocks. The dimensions of the 
churches increased in the second half of the 10th century. The church in Oshki is a complex, 
richly decorated, and spacious structure whose interior length without its west annexe is 41, 
60 m. Its width equals 27 m, and its height reaches 34 m. Also, a new architectural type 
evolved. Typologically, it is a triconch, cruciform plan in which the dome is supported by four 
freestanding piers. The dome is circular and the 24-sided drum has 12 windows openings. The 
transition from the square bay to the circular base of the drum is accomplished by means of 
pendentives, which are almost completely covered by huge squinches. These are not 
functional here and serve merely to adorn the pendentives. Together with the high decorated 
bases of the pears, they play a significant role in the interior decoration. The columns creating 
an extra bay in front of each arm. Behind each column and between the corners there are four 
spaces having a square form on the plan. From these spaces’ doors are leading to the side 
chambers. The east-, north-, and southarms of the church are terminated by semi-circular 
apses, while the westarm consists of a long barrel-vaulted, latin-cross nave. The Western arm 
is flanked with long naves from both sides, on the south there is an open gallery, when on the 
north there is a dark room. The apse and transepts terminate in conches with side chapels in 
two storeys (the galleries are now almost destroyed). In Oskhi there are six chambers on the 
ground floor and six chambers above them. The upper storey rooms are much traditional in 
Georgian architecture. But there is no single church in the Georgian architecture to have such 
amount of the rooms. The side-chambers and upper-storey rooms did not exist for structural 
and aesthetic reasons alone. The majority of them had apses and niches showing that they 
were intended for liturgical use. Some of them could indeed have been private oratories, while 
others might have been chapels dedicated to the commemoration of a saint whose relics 
where kept in them. There is no indication of what kind of relics were kept in Oskhi. The 
interior of the church can be accessed through three entrances made in the western, northern 
and southern arms. The latter that serves a s the main entrance has a square domed porch. 
The architecture of Oshki shows that in the 10th century he organization of interior masses 
becomes more complex. In the domed church, the centre of the crossing moved closer to the 
apse by the elongation of the westarm, the remnant of a basilica plan, which effects an 
important change in perception of interior space, by evoking a greater sense of 
monumentality. It is a kind of combination of triconch with inscribed cross type building. Such 
combination of different architectural structures enabled the architect to enlarge the space 
of the building. 
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The remaining blocks in the east apse suggest that originally here, in the middle of the wall, 
may have been the bishop’s throne. There are no traces of any church furnishings left in the 
apse or in any other part of the church. 
This architectural type became a model for the following cathedrals of Medieval Georgia. So, 
Kutaisi as the closest parallel. 
A tripatite, underground, barrel-vaulted chamber, which extends form the south wall of the 
west crossarm to the south, is now filled with refuse. Taq’aishvili found in it the remains of 
human bones indicating that it was a crypt in which members of the ruling Bagrationi family 
may have been buried. 
 
The oldest Murals 
The second half of the tenth century is characterized as a time of building large cathedrals 
throughout Georgia. Their scale suggests that none of them was originally entirely painted. It 
is proposed that originally only separate parts (presumably the dome, apse and some parts of 
the walls) may have been painted. So the adoption and adaptation of the Byzantine complete 
system of church painting was not considered an urgent task in Georgia at that time, as it was 
well shown by Zaza Skhirladze. 
The interior decoration of Oshki in the decades from the 970s has remained unclear. On the 
drum of the dome are painted crosses. They display a great range of formal variations. Some 
of the crosses resemble contemporary processional crosses.  
The south pastophorium of the church shows the traditional composition of the glorification 
of the Lord that was widespread throughout the early-medieval Christian East. Christ on a 
throne set with gems, surrounded by a mandorla, is flanked on both sides by archangels clad 
in patrician robes set with precious stones, and by tetramorphs standing on fiery wheels. The 
lower register separated from the conch by a band of simple geometric ornament, comprises 
a row of medallions and the frontal figures. In the centre, above the window, are the three 
medallions: the central one bears the image of the cross embellished with precious stones, 
while the other two feature half-figures of saints. On the walls of the apse a row of standing 
apostles was represented on both sides of medallions: seven to the north, and five to the 
south. The gestures of the apostles vary: the first has his right hand raised in benediction in 
front of the chest: only the upper part of the halo has survived from the second and third 
figures; the fourth holds a closed book in his hand; the fifth holds an open book with and nine-
line, partially damaged text. The sixth probably also held an open book. Of the figures 
represented on the south half, only the heads and insignificant fragments of the haloes of the 
first three figures survive. The last image of this row has survived the best: the upper half of 
the figure of a beardless young apostle, with his right hand extended forward. 
The geometric ornaments preserved on the triumphal arch of the apse, and the fragments of 
the two scenes, on the south slope of the vault, as well as the traces of painting elsewhere in 
the space indicate that the interior of the chamber was completely painted.  
The scene on the south wall, presented against a classical-type architectural background, 
probably with Christ to the left, might be a scene of a miracle of healing. A fragment of a 
composition immediately above is resembles the Annunciation by its scheme, with an angel 
depicted in the left part. 
The style of painting is different from the painting that survives elsewhere in the interior, and 
bears the artistic features seen in paintings created at monastic artistic centres of the ninth-
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tenth centuries. This dating is supported by the palaeography of the inscriptions in Georgian 
asomtavruli script, which is close to the calligraphy of tenth-century manuscripts.2 
All this suggests that originally only separate parts may have been painted. The practice of 
fully adorning the church interior with fresco images in Georgia must have become finally 
established from the first decades of the 11th century. 
The Stelae 
Two funeral stelae came to light in the passage of the pastophorium form the south apse 2003. 
There is an inscription on the eastern wall of the south-east chapel that refers to its connection 
to Bagrat the Magistros. It was ascertained that the stelae bore portraits of the Tao rulers – 
King David and this brother Bagrat, together with the Virgin and St. John the Baptist. 16 
Georgian asomtavruli inscriptions were recorded on both stelae, based on which they were 
dated to the 966-973. Thus, precisely this section must have been the burial place of the 
donor-builders of the church. This supposition is supported by the fact that the principal donor 
image was placed on the south façade of the chapel – a large-scale relief image of the Deesis 
flanked by the figures of Bagrat the Magistros and David the Curopalates in imperial robes. 
 
The Paintings of 1036 
Jojik was a Georgian nobleman of high standing, honoured with the dignity of Patrikios, who 
served as strategos in Dorystolon. Of Jojik’s decoration little survives. Some church fathers 
stand in the apse, and some fragmentary scenes exist in the south conch. The painting of the 
huge, vast apse incorporated the image of Christ enthroned between two archangels in the 
conch, below it the orant Virgin and St. John the Baptist between two rows of the Apostles, 
and finally the figures of Church Fathers and deacons. 
For a long time, the south apse of the church had been converted into a mosque by local 
residents. The fragmentary painting, still visible while the mosque stood, was fully revealed at 
the structure’s demolition in the early 1980s. The main composition occupies the middle 
register of the central section of the apse, between the two windows and over the main door. 
The heads and shoulders of three figures are now lost, but their identities can be established 
from the surviving fragments, as well as Taquaisvilis photographs of 1917. It is certainly not an 
ordinary Deesis, as the photo shows the torso and face of the right-hand figure, in which it is 
clearly a man in secular dress. John the Baptist stood in the centre, holding a scroll inscribed 
in Georgian (John 1:29), with an unidentifiable bishop wearing an omophorion to his right with 
and a secular figure to his left, who wears a mantle clasped at the breast and a tall turban. 
This could represent the donor, Jojik patrikios. 
To the left, the entire length of the eastern wall of the apse must have displayed a large, multi-
figure scene of the Crucifixion, of which only fragments at present. Of the depiction only the 
lower right part, showing the mourning apostle John, the centurion (holding a shaft rather 
than a lance), the one with the sponge, and the group of men who are shown in the moment 
of terror whilst they recognise the Son of God (Matt 27, 54) survives. The figures are rendered 
with an astonishing degree of empathy and expressivity. 
The composition represented to the right of the central scene, on the western wall, is also 
fragmentary, it shows two groups of secular figures approaching the cathedral of Bana in Tao, 
which is identified in an inscription. Behind Bana is Davit kuropalates’ foundation of Otxta 
Eklesia (now Dört kilise in Turkey), which is also named in an inscription. Although nothing 
survives to link this scene with the Bagrationis, a royal scene remains the most likely subject 
for such a contemporary secular depiction. The cathedral of Bana was one of the principal 

 
2 Skhirtzladze 2010, 108. 
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royal churches of Tao. It was used for the coronation of Bagrat IV in 1027 and his marriage to 
Helena, a niece of the Byzantine emperor Romanos III Agyros in 1032. To underscore the 
importance of this marriage, the Byzantine princess was set off on her journey to the South 
Caucasus in company with an important icon and a nail form the true Cross. It is not known, 
where the relic, to which the Georgians developed a great attachment, was kept, but the 
depiction of the ceremony in front of the cathedral at Bana in the south apse of Oshki 
commemorated its arrival to Tao. 
Since the wall paintings were added to Oskhi in 1036, it is reasonable to assume that the scene 
commemorates one of these important royal events. 
As Eastmond has well shown, to place such a royal scene level with a Christological scene 
suggests that it was designed to carry great weight in the overall scheme, extolling the 
grandeur of the Bagrationis and their alliance with the byzantine throne. Its location by the 
main entrance to the church only adds to its prominence. 
Narrative depictions of a royal event are very unusual in Byzantine ecclesiastical monumental 
art. Given the state of the wall painting, it is impossible to come to any firm conclusion about 
its content. However, the location and size and the scene show that in the 1030s the 
promotion of the Bagrationis could dominate the decorative scheme of a church. Since Oskhi 
had been under Byzantine control from the 1020s until 1034, as two surviving inscriptions in 
the church show, this image could have played an important role in the reassertion of 
Bagrationi rule in the region and in the propagation of its links with the Byzantine imperial 
family. 
The windows jambs between the three scenes contain the remains of images of two women 
saints, Marina and Thekla.  
The niche in the eastern face of the north-west pillar appears also to have had paintings and 
reliefs, but these images have been purposefully damaged. 
The niche in the south-west pillar supporting the dome of the church – the special place of the 
erismtavaris – is also painted. The large-scale figure of Christ in the niche is flanked on both 
sides with half-figures of the founders, each accompanied by long painted inscriptions written 
in old Georgian uncial script inscriptions mention the Mother of God and Saint John the 
Baptist. The style of the painting points to its execution in the 1030s. 
 
Conclusion 
The designers of Oshki ha two interrelated aims: to build a church of great scale and high 
artistic quality, adorning it with highly refined reliefs, ornaments, painted graphic images, and 
extended inscriptions; and to apply frescoes only to those individual sections with liturgical, 
memorial or some other function. The complete painting of the south-east chapel must be 
linked to its funerary role. As a result, its creator never set themselves the task of decorating 
the entire interior with frescoes. 
The later, nonroyal patronage of the paintings and the prominence of the image of Jojik 
Patrikios demonstrate the importance of members of the aristocracy in the promotion of the 
royal family at this time. 
Oshki had a particulary rich monastic life, producing a large amount of manuscripts. Oshki 
monastery is a manifestation of the cultural, political and spiritual strength of medieval 
Georgia. 
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Oshki Sculptures 

The history of the Oshki church of St. John the Baptist, built between 963 and 973 in Tao, is 
closely linked with the 1000-year-old dynasty of Georgian kings – the Bagrations. The 
“Kingdom of the Georgians”, in academic literature also known as the Tao-Klarjeti region, 
became a refuge for the Bagrations, who were forced to leave Kartli at the end of 8th century, 
after the creation of the Tbilisi Caliphate by the Arabs. The Bagrations turned Tao-Klarjeti into 
the cultural and ecclesiastical center of Georgia with a new capital – Artanuji. At the same time, 
the Georgian kings formed a political alliance with the neighboring Byzantine Empire against 
common Arabian enemies. The close political and cultural relations with Byzantium were also 
conditioned by the single orthodox faith. Although within the sphere of Byzantine influence, the 
Georgian rulers also wished to emphasize their own dynastic power. Therefore, in a region 
remote from Mtskheta (the spiritual capital of Kartli), a new royal ideology was formed based 
both on Byzantine culture and the old traditions of the Kingdom of Kartli. Tao-Klarjeti, situated 
at the intersection of important trade routes, also actively participated in cultural dialogue 
between the Orient and the Occident. Each of these historical circumstances is perfectly reflected 
in the Oshki high-reliefs, which are good examples of the dynamics of cultural interaction. 

The sculptures of Oshki can be divided into several thematic groups. Special emphasis is made 
on royal representations, reviling close connections with Byzantine art and court culture. 
Religious scenes and a large number of zoomorphic figures mostly reflect eastern Christian and 
local Georgian traditions. 

The “portraits” of donators, David Magistros (in future David Curapalates) and Bagrat Eristavt-
Eristavi, are repeated three times here. One of the donor compositions, carved on the south 
façade, shows Bagrations in the “Deesis” scene. Bagrations are shown wearing ornate Byzantine 
clothing. As evidenced by Constantine Porphyrogennetos in his “De administrando imperio” 
(10th c.), the allies of Byzantine Empire received richly decorated garments and regalia as gifts, 
together with bestowed titles. The Oshki kings are attired in chlamys, a ceremonial cloak 
appropriate to their rank and no another imperial regalia – loros. For example, in a high-relief 
from Tbeti, Ashot Kukh, who had no byzantine title, is shown clothed in a traditional Caucasian 
royal costume, embellished with the figures of lions. The garments of kings in Oshki are adorned 
with palmettes and eagles inscribed in a circle, which were perfectly known in Byzantine culture 
as well as in Iranian and Caucasian art. According to the evidence of Constantine 
Porphyrogennetos, the gifts of Byzantine emperors included garments embroidered with red 
eagles. A similar chlamys, decorated with eagles, is worn by Armenian King Gagik Arwruniin an 
image on the west façade of the Holy Cross Church in Aghtamar (915-921).The chlamys,fibula 
and crown, in Oshki presented together, were important coronation paraphernalia. So, in the 
Oshki scene, the fact of the legacy of Bagrations’ kingship was clearly emphasized. Bagrations 
are depicted in bejeweled low crowns, but the diadem of Bagrat Eristavt-Eristavi is additionally 
decorated with pendants, exclusively imperial insignia. As is seen in “De Administrando 
Imperio”, Byzantine emperors did not usually interfere in the inner affairs of the Kingdom and 
did not violate its sovereignty. Accordingly, Georgian kings allowed themselves to use well 
recognizable emblems of imperial authority for the strengthening of their own ideology and 
power. The vita of Grigol Khandzteli, written by Giorgi Merchuli (10th c.), as well as other 
historical works, like “De administrand oimperio” and Georgian Chronicles (or “Life of Kartli” 
by Leonti Mroveli, 11th c.), mentioned that the Bagrations considered themselves descendants of 
the biblical King-Prophet David and thereby relatives of the Mother of God. In this regard, the 



remarkable fact of the kings’ images being included in the “sacral” space of the “Deesis” was an 
unusual iconographical detail, which especially emphasizes their divine ancestry. The 
iconography of the Oshki scene seems to have been inspired by the Byzantine compositions of 
Christ blessing the Emperor, and also by the entrance mosaic of Hagia Sophia. Accordingly, the 
Bagrations quite consciously used the forms of Byzantine imperial imagery to highlight their 
own royal ideology. But the closest example of such rare iconographical design is the donor 
scene from the Cappadocian murals of the 11th c. Here, the donors depicted at the feet of Christ 
express high humility. In Oshki both divine and secular figures are of equal scale and shown 
almost life-size. N. Aladashvili explained this particularity by the artistic tendencies inherent for 
Georgian and Armenian sculptures. The images of donor and deity equal to each other are found 
on reliefs from Opiza (9th c.) and Javakhetis Akhasheni (10th – 11th cc) in Georgia and on the 
relief of King Gagik in Armenian art. One could only suppose that the general principles of 
iconography of Caucasian rulers, as well as the oldest idea of divine ancestry of kings, might 
have come from neighboring Iran, with which Georgia and Armenia had a centuries-old cultural 
interaction. Monumental figures of rulers executed in the Iranian Hellenized style, were already 
represented on reliefs of Jvari in Mtskheta in the 7th c. In this respect, interesting examples are 
offered by Sasanian monumental high-reliefs, representing the investiture of the Iranian Kings of 
Kings. Thus, all the royal images discussed above reveal the synthesis of Iranian monumentality 
and Hellenistic elaborated forms. 

On the bases of the donors’ inscription and the iconography of composition, the theme of 
salvation is stressed here too. The square halos of donors attract a special attention as a sign of a 
living person. One could assume that the square halos in the donor scene are some kind of 
markers, separating the earthly and heavenly spheres. 

Another example of monumental sculpture in Oshki is the eagle above the south window. The 
oldest sign of royal power and a Christian symbol of Christ, it is accompanied by Archangels 
here. In Byzantine art, there are numerous examples of sculptural eagles mentioned by Tao-
Klarjeti researchers. An eagle attacking a hare also is found in the Khakhul Church in Tao (10th 
c.) and is perceived as a recognizable image of the Kingdom. 

Another couple of royal “portraits” are presented in the interior of the church on both sides of 
central niche of the southwest pillar. The kings are robed in a different kind of Byzantine 
embroidered array, also bearing low crowns and scepters. According to V.Jobadze’s suggestion, 
the Bagrations stood in this niche during liturgy. Additionally, in the depths of the niche are the 
remains of a painted figure, probably Christ, while beside the royal representations there 
areasomtavruli inscriptions naming the Mother of God and St. John the Baptist. Thus, the text 
and images together provide an original variation of the Deesis theme. In this context, the so-
called “sacred charisma” of the emperors might be stressed, whereas the supreme rulers were a 
part of the liturgy. 

The royal images of Bagrations are also represented on the two steles, embedded in the wall in 
the south-east part of the Oshki church interior. These portraits have a more intimate character 
and appear like icons for prayer. According to one of inscriptions, Bagrat Eristavt-Eristavi had 
already died and brothers are depicted here with the gestures of Orants. They are attired in richly 
gemmed garments (as K.Machabeli argued, it should be loros) and high soft hats. The themes of 
prayer and salvation are stressed by the images of the Mother of God and St. John the Baptist in 
the upper parts of the steles. Therefore, the royal images of Oshki represent the original 
adaptation of the formulae of supreme rulers’ might, intrinsic to Iranian and Byzantine royal 
ideology and linking here to the ideas of salvation and the legitimacy of the Bagrations’ reign. 



The iconography of Oshki’s sculptural decoration also shows links with the Conversion of 
Kartli. In the history of Georgia, David Curapaletes is primarily known as a king actively 
fighting for the unification of the country. Moreover, he enthroned his foster-son, Bagrat III, first 
king of united Georgia, at the end of 10th c. 

The special interest of the Bagrations in the past of their culture is also reflected in literary 
sources. An excellent example of this is the manuscript rewritten in Shatberdi monastery in 
Klarjeti before 970. The Shatberdi compilation includes a version of the “Conversion of Kartli”, 
which has a postscript written by the scribe Ioane Bera. Ioane Bera writes that the lost text of the 
“Conversion of Kartli” “has been found”. This source is quite important for understanding the 
iconographical program of the Oshki sculptures. According to A.Oqropiridze, the decorated 
octagonal pier in the southern gallery is a reference to the pillar of Svetitskhoveli or the Life-
giving pillar, the greatest relic of the Georgians. This supposition is also confirmed by the stone 
image of St. Nino accompanied by an asomtavruli inscription. St. Nino is depicted in the gesture 
of prayer, which also echoes the text of the “Georgian Chronicles”, according to which the Life-
giving pillar prepared for the construction of Svetitskhoveli was magically erected by an angel 
only after her prayer. A notable detail is the crowned head which, according to scholars, might 
be Emperor Constantine the Great, or biblical King David or King Mirian, the first Christian 
king of Georgia. 

The image of St. Simeon Stylites carved on the upper part of the pillar is another symbol of 
Georgian identity in the sculptures of Oshki. The monumental figure of the saint is also repeated 
above the window of the west façade. The cult of St. Simeon was fairly popular in Georgia. In 
old Georgian translations of the life of St. Simeon (the manuscript of Jerusalem, before 8th c.; 
and the one from Mount Sinai, 10th c.) and in the work of Byzantine canonist of the 11th c., 
Nikon of the Black Mountain, it is mentioned that Georgians enjoined the Saint’s especial 
patronage; in Georgian hagiographical literature, St. Simeon is considered the spiritual father of 
“The Thirteen Assyrian Fathers”, who arrived in Georgia in the 6th c. to strengthen Christianity 
and to found the monasteries (among them Zedazeni, Shio Mgvime and David Gareja). Images 
of St. Simeon Stylites in Georgia are found on the chancel barriers of Zedazeni and Shio 
Mgvime (11th c.), in the Parkhali basilica (10th c.), on the chancel barrier of Chrdili (10th -11th c.) 
and in KatskhiChurch (11th c.). This indicates the close ties of Georgian monasticism with 
Eastern Christendom and further emphasizes the origin of Georgian monastic tradition. 

The reliefs of the pier in the southern gallery of Oskhi are perceived separately from the whole 
sculptural decoration of the church, although they echo iconographical ideas of the main 
program. For example, the Deesis is repeated here. The reliefs of the pillar are directly connected 
with the history of Georgia, reflected also in a more expressive style inherent to Georgian 
medieval art. Another allusion to the Conversion of Kartli is also shown in the composition on 
the south façade of the church. According to I. Mamasakhlisi, it represents the composite image 
of the sacral hunting of St. Eustace and that of King Mirian; accordingly, the plant in the center 
of scene seems to be a symbolic image of the Tree of Life and the Cross of the Survivor. But one 
detail might be added here: the universal symbol of the Tree of Life is also found in the 
“Chronicles of Georgia” and is described in the Shatberdi manuscript. From this tree were 
created three wooden crosses erected in Mtskheta and Ujarma by St. Nino and King Mirian. 
Thus, the hunting scene in Oshki refers to the sacred space of Mtskheta and its relics. 

Another group of reliefs represent zoomorphic figures, mostly decorating the architectural 
details. Such a large number of animals could be explained as inspiration from the work 
attributed to Basil of Caesarea, included in the Shatberdi manuscript and describing animals and 
fantastic creatures. The images of rabbits, eagles, lions and fighting animals, typical for Iranian 
and east Christian medieval art, were quite popular in Caucasian reliefs and were depicted in 



Georgia for centuries. Accordingly, the Oshki reliefs, besides showing Byzantine art tendencies, 
offered traditional artistic interaction with Oriental art that primarily reflected the historical 
reality. 

Thus, the sculptural decoration of Oshki emphasizes several themes, reflecting the common 
political course of the Bagrations in the 10th c. On the one hand, the idea of royalty is represented 
in well recognizable forms of imperial iconography; on the other, a number of the reliefs 
underline the hereditary relation between the Bagrations and the center of Georgia, expressing 
hope for the future unification of the country. 
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Opiza Monastery 

 

Opiza monastery is one of the oldest monastery in Klarjeti region. Around 370-s due to 

the political situation in Kartli kingdom, namely when Kartli was conquered by the Persians 

Klarjeti region was separated from the kingdom and subordinated to the west Roman empire. 

This region was taken back only in the middle of the 5th c. by the King Vakhtang Gorgasali, 

who appointed Artavaz, his foster-brother, as a ruler of Klarjeti region, with whom he built 

several churches (Akhiza, Daba Meri, Shindobi) and castles (Tukharisi) in this region, 

including Opiza monastery and Artanuji castle. After the invasion of the Arabs, in the first 

quarter of the 8th c., the monastery was demolished and abandoned and sooner, in 750-760 the 

life in the monastery was revived. When in 780-s Grigol Khandzteli came in Klarjeti Opiza 

monastery was the only active monastery in this region. The monastery at that time had a small 

brethren and a tiny church of St John the Baptist (according to the tradition the monastery kept 

the throat of John the Baptist).  

Although, we don’t have anything tangible here prior to the 9th c., as the archaeological 

excavations have never been conducted in this site. What we see here is dated to the 9th c. and 

on. At present, the church and other buildings are virtually ruined. The monastery was 

abandoned after the region was conquered by the Ottomans in the 16th c. The church was 

destroyed as a result of an explosion in 1965, in order to construct a road. But fortunately the 

main church and other buildings were photographed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  

The monastery is located on a slope of a steeply rising mountain, so in order to build 

different buildings masons in advance created artificial substructures, on which they erected 

all these buildings. The complex consisted the Church of St John the Baptist, the refectory, 

storage rooms and other unidentified, auxiliary buildings.  

In the middle of the 9th c. Guaram Mampali, son of Ashot I kurapalati1 (786-826), 

erected new church, which fragments we see now and according to the Vita of St Gregory after 

his death in 882 Guaram Mampali was buried here.  

                                                           
1 Ashot Kurapalat was the ruler of Kartli region, but because of the Arabs he was urged to leave 

Kartli and to move to Klarjeti around 813-s, where he had great support of Byzantium and was given 

the title of Kurapalar. He started war against Arabs from there and for the 820 he had most part of Kartli 

under his administration. He rebuilt Artanuji castle and built a city beneath this castle; in this castle he 

built his palace and church of St Peter and Paul, where he prepared his burial place. During his reign 
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The cross-shape plan (so called croix semilibre) of the church with the unusually 

elongated west arm and two additional chambers on the both sides of the sanctuary date back 

to the ninth century, while the dome with the roofing in the form of a half-opened umbrella (a 

form obviously borrowed from Khandzta) should have been restored in the mid-tenth century 

by King Ashot IV. Beneath the church there is an ossuary/crypt, with an entrance-hall and 4 

chambers.  

From the architectural point of view, one of the most interesting detail in this church is 

the way how the transition from the central square bay to the circular base of the dome was 

implemented. “For this builders of Opiza and a little bit later builders of Dolisqana used a 

hybrid structural form, a squinch inserted into a pendentive. Unlike the earlier squinch that 

had a conical shape, this squinch was flattened in order to follow the curve of the pendentive. 

Few years later, this form was adopted in Tao and applied in a much more decorative way. 

This hybrid structural form, which was developed in the architecture of Tao-Klarjeti, 

underwent significant development during the 10th c., becoming more elaborated, like in 

Khakhuli, Oshki, and Ishkhani” (D. Khoshtaria).  

From the description of N. Marr, we know that the interior of the church was painted; 

He noticed some fragments of foliate and geometric decorations, as well as figures of angels 

and saints. Besides, according to him, on the drum, within the blind arches figures of prophets 

were placed and in the south arm the figures of local rules were painted, one of which had an 

explanatory inscription, based on which the figure was identified as Ashot IV. 

The donor relief, representing Christ with Ashot and David, which is now kept in the 

National Museum in Tbilisi was placed somewhere on the south facade of the main church, but 

we don’t know the exact location.  

On the south-west of the main church there is a refectory. It was a large rectangular 

building built with huge stones. Interior of the refectory was divided into three naves by for 

pairs of piers and was covered with vaults. Apart from its high-quality building technique, the 

refectory is interesting for the fact that it was supplied with water. In the early 20th century, a 

little vaulted pond still existed in the north-west corner of the building, which delivered spring 

water to the refectory, confirming that the monastery had a good irrigational system. The 

refectory also was built by Ashot IV. When N. Marr visited the refectory, he noticed on one of 

                                                           
with commission of local duke Gabriel Daphanchuli new church in Khandzta monastery was built and 

also nunnery of Gunatle was established.  
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the arches, an inscription inside the refectory, which can be translated as follows: “this was 

built by me, Ashot, in 4 years.” 

On the east side of the church there was a rectangular building, „abbot’s dwelling“ as 

A. Pavlinov named it, which was divided into three chambers, the length of the building was 

18 m. and the south façade had 5 archade rested on the rectangular piers. One of the rooms 

(east one) was covered with dome.  

On the south-west of the church we have bell-tower built either in the second half of 

the 13th c., or in the first half of the 14th c.  

And lastly, the Monastery was one of the most important cultural and religious centres. 

A lot of manuscripts were written here. Also, we know that one of the most prominent  

Georgian medieval philosopher Ioane Petritsi lived here,  later he moved to Georgian 

Monastery named Petritsoni (aka Bachkovo monastery) in Bulgaria and continued his activities 

there. Moreover, it is well known that in Opiza monastery there was a goldsmith’s workshop.  
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The murals of the Otkhta Ekklesia 

Tolga B. Uyar 

 Complex multi register bema programs, among which is that of the Otkhta Ekklesia, 

represent a significant peculiarity of the monumental painting in Tao-Klarjeti between tenth 

and twelfth centuries. They offer minor analogies with some of the programmatic 

arrangements which can be found in other easternmost regions of the Christian art like 

Cappadocia. Yet, four or five bands into which the iconographic programs divided and 

confined to the walls and the conch of the apse appear to be a product of the architectural and 

functional prerequisites as well as the spatial perceptions of the sacred in Medieval Georgia. 

 The murals of the Otkhta Ekklesia are commonly attributed to the second half or the 

last quarter of the tenth century. The apse is decorated with a program in five registers. An 

enthroned Christ of the apocalyptic type is in the conch. The first register is depicted with 

prepared throne, the Hetoimasia, glorified by the choirs of angels. Virgin Orans standing on a 

low pedestal in front of a throne with an archangel on either side occupies the third register. 

Both heavenly guards are holding a scroll, on which according to N. and M. Thierry, the 

words of the disciples at the Ascension and the Second Coming (Acts 1:10-11) must have 

been written. St John the Baptist is flanking the angel to the right. The forth register below is 

is interrupted at the center by a large opening, on either side of which are groups of prophets 

and Church Fathers (four of each on the two walls) led by David and Salomon on either side. 

The intrados of the window is decorated with a female personification of Zion. She is in 

imperial attire with an elaborate headdress in the form of the city walls or a crown. The the 

side jambs are respectively depicted with the images of Moses receiving the Laws to the south 

and that of the Melkhisedek holding the paten. A developed Christological narrative occupies 

the fifth and lowermost register where a number of chronological scenes follow: 

Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity, Presentation in the Temple, Baptism, Transfiguration, 

Crucifixion, Raising of Lazarus?, Anastasis, Holy Women at the Tomb of Christ, and Christ 

Appearing to the Holy Women. 

 We can found comparanda for this condensed program in late tenth and early eleventh 

century Georgian monumental decorations in Oshki, Khakuli, Ateni, Chvabiani (the church of 

Christ Savior) and Natlismtsimeli. Superposed bands organization limited to the apse seem to 

have been maintained during the twelfth century in Georgian monumental art. In Betania, 



Matskhvarishi and Sio Mgvime more condensed variants with reduced number of 

superimposed registers differentiate the painted programs of this period. 

 From the thirteenth century onwards, the abbreviated program is limited to three 

registers as in Ksintsvisi or in other examples of Transcaucasia like in Kobair, Kirants, 

Akhtala and Tigran Onents. Bishops are below, Communion of the Apostles above and a 

Majestas Domini with the Virgin and Prodrome to left and right is in the conch. In the remote 

provinces of Byzantium, the three register programs combining the Communion of the 

Apostles, the group of apostles and prophets, and the Apocalyptic Vision sometimes 

‘contaminated’ with intercessory figures of Virgin and John the Baptist are widespread from 

eleventh century onwards. Thus, this earlier ‘visionary’ type of Christ in Majesty, which may 

be possibly seen as the ‘predecessor’ of the Pantocrator, persists in Cappadocia and Georgia. 

However, sometimes, the standard Deisis which acquires a regular ‘intercessory sense’, 

especially in funeral contexts, was also preferred in these regions where Constantinopolitan 

influence is not entirely absent. 



Dr. Lola Tsiskhvaia 

Tbilisi State Academy of Arts, Georgia 

The Little Upper Church of Otkhta Eklesia (named as Arseniseuli) 

One of the significant monuments of early medieval Georgian architecture, one of the 

ancient Georgian hub of theological and educational culture, the Monastery of Otkhta Eklesia 

now situated on the territory of Turkey. Today Turkish name of this village is Dort Kilise 

which means “ four church “and it’s situated at a distance of about 5 km to the West of  Tek-

Kale Village, on the left bank of the river Chorokhi, in the historical Georgian province of Tao, 

in the Arthvini Vilayet.  The  monastery complex of Otkhta Eklesia is located itself in a 

magnificent gorge of Otkhtaekleesiistskali, on an elevated, triangular shaped  hillside.   

 The  subject of our report is an  one of the exquisite little chapels in historical Tao (now 

the territory, you know, of Turkey) which  dates  back to the end of the 10th century and it’s a 

part of an abovementioned monastery.   

First of all we should especially emphasize the location of this beautiful monument. It’s 

situated at a distance of about 2 km to the West of a well-known Otkhta-Eklesia great three-

naved basilica, on the top of a steep rock and is proudly overlooking the gorge of 

Otkhtaeklesiistskali.   The chapel with it ’s graceful and splendid architectural forms is erected 

on the heightened  plateau , specially created platform  ( artificially corrected from three sides  

- West, East, North with half smoothed rocky stones). The South façade proceeds a vertical 

direction of the rock, so one can see the only general forms of the wall ( from the southeast 

corner). The substructure  has a function of a basement and has a simple-profiled cornice. We 

can freely say the chapel is two-storied – the substructure itself where the crypt is arranged  

/with an entrance from the East/, and the church, of course, with a fronton type roof. There is 

an opinion, that the chapel had a burial function like otkhta eklesia lower two storied chapel 

near basilica. The ground store is considered as a burial chamber /generally, the tradition of 

the building of two-storied chapels with crypts was established from an early period of 

Christianity in Caucasus/.  

The facades are built with well dressed yellowish tuft blocks which brightened up the 

walls represented without any ornamentation. The fronts of the interior walls are undressed 

and covered with a thin layer of plasterer. The church was completely painted, but now the 

painting is partially preserved / only the poorly, insignificant details of the saints’ heads, hands 



and clothes, of the vegetable motives, separate colored spots, etc/. The facades are completed 

with the complex moulded cornice.  

The church constructively represents the cylinder-vaulted building (11.20 x 7.15m). 

There is a large window cutting in the middle of the apse. There are two accommodations on 

each side of the altar apse with a single window and the independent entrances, i.e. the altar 

is divided into three parts. Arrow like outline two-stepped triumphal arch terminates the apse. 

The interior longitudinal walls are divided into two unequalled sections with massive 

projecting two-stepped pilasters-pylons and two-stepped vault supporting arch based on it.  

The only entrance is cut in the north-west portion of the north façade at the corner of 

the supporting pilaster.  

There are two windows cutting in the south wall. One of them is cut out on the 

symmetrical axis, but the second – diagonally, where its left flank is cut into the wall pilaster 

body. 

The significance of the west wall  /in the interior/ is determined by one storied two 

arched open accommodation – patronycus arranged on the first floor level which was 

uncommon element for Georgian aisless architecture /the characteristic element for the 

basilicas, the domed churches mainly arranged on the second floor of the west wall/ . There 

are two three small windows in the west wall. 

Among the church facades one can distinguish the east façade with three windows and 

lateral triangular high niches for its compositional decision. The upper parts of the niches 

ornated like a fan.  

It should be noticed that in Otkhta Eklesia upper church the master attains the 

artistical-decorative expression of the highly plain facades with the help of the masonry carried 

out with an inconceivably refined, almost mathematically accuracy.  

There is a nine-lined building inscription made in Asomtavruli on the north-east corner 

of the northern façade on the square plate where the name of builder Arseni is exactly 

mentioned and pointed the building date – 984 /generally speaking, there is a rare case to 

depict a builder personality or a building date on the facades of Georgian churches/. 

Arseni was a  bishop ( +1082)  at Ninotsminda Eparchy /southern Georgia, Samtskhe-

Javakheti/, but he left his bishop rank for God, consecrated a monk in Jerusalem.  At the end 

of the 10th century  he lived  as a monk in the surroundings of Otkhta Eklesia and he erected 



two  little chapels on the top of the mountain there /an another chapel lies in the ruins 

nowadays/. So our upper little church is called  ”Arseniseuli“. 

One more detail should be marked by the north façade description – one can hardly 

notice the track of the arcade to the east of the northern façade and the painting fragments on 

the walls of the arcade. We think that the chapel had the portico from the north.  

Here is our modest attempt to define the meaning and place of this beautiful chapel in 

the extension of medieval Georgian aisless architecture which was widespread and popular 

type  in every part of Georgia from ancient times are cleared up. 

The aisless church type was conceived in Georgia as far back as in the ancient period, 

from the early Christian medieval period, from the 5th-6th centuries and exists till today. This 

type with particularly intensity was used from the 10th-11th centuries, when basilicas building 

diminished in Georgia. ”Every large monastery usually had a little church in Georgia”. 

Highest possible constructive simplicity of the aisless buildings and unpretentious 

building conditioned their popularity. There are examples of the aisless churches where the 

architect thanks to his refined taste attains the significant artistic effects in the inner space and 

facades decisions – simplicity, whole perception of the interior, proper selection of the 

proportions.  

The ancient aisless churches in Georgia date back to the juncture of the 5th-6th centuries 

– they are the aisless chapels of small dimensions with the only rectangular hall and an altar. 

There is no articulation of the interior yet with wall pilasters and supporting arches   ( two 

small churches on the Katskhi Pillar, Oltisi, Tetri Tskaro, Akvaneba ). Additional 

accommodations along the whole longitudinal facades of aisless churches like portico appear 

from the end of the 6th century.  

In the chapels interior of the juncture of the 6th-7th centuries new architectural-

constructive elements appear – the supporting arch rests upon the capital-horn and the wall 

pilaster. 

In the interior of the 7th-8thcenturies chapels, in the eastern part very significant novelty 

is given on both sides of the altar – two additional apartments with apses. We can also notice 

three- parted altar composition later on.  

From the transitional period (8th-9th centuries) the articulation of the interior 

longitudinal walls and the vault into two parts with a pair of pilasters and supporting arches 



rest on the pilasters evidently revealed. The number of the pilasters and supporting arches 

steps are changeable – they may one, two or three stepped. Articulation of the walls with 

pilasters and supporting arches has both constructive significance and purely artistic load. 

During the centuries the proportions of the chapels plan have been changed, but the 

building material remains unchangeable – mainly well dressed stone aligned in regular 

masonry courses. 

In the second half of the 10th and in the first half of the 11th centuries the walls of the 

majority aisless buildings were articulated into three parts on the whole with two or three 

stepped pilasters. It should be said that from the 11th century the wall pilaster lost its tectonic 

function and the decorative moment condition spatial decision. In the same period the inner 

space of the chapels was apprehensively shortened. 

From the 10th century the whole plastering and the partial painting of the church 

interior walls based as a general necessity. Aisless churches in Tao-Klarjethi underwent the 

same changes. 

Here is the architectural-composition and artistic decision peculiarity of the medieval 

Tao chapels against the background of the other countries aisless churches of Georgia. 

The meaning and the artistic value of the Upper Church of Otkhta Eklesia are 

conditioned by the refined masonry of the wall and its colors. The beautiful, regulated masonry 

of the walls is created by the symmetrically aligned blocks.  

The church represented without any façade decoration is interesting and uncommon 

for its interior solution. The master-builder is particularly interested in inner space which is 

one of the characteristic features of Tao-Klarjethi architecture. First of all decision of three-

parted altar-apse and pastophories with their own windows and entrances is worth 

mentioning.  

Here is the type of the ’’open divided into three parts’’ altar where the doors of 

additional accommodations are open in the main space of the hall but not in the altar. This 

version of three-parted altar solution is an exclusion in the Georgian aisless  churches – the 

lower and the upper churches of Otkhta Eklesia and Chala Church (10th century). 

The other interesting moment   of the interior decision is one storied two arched open 

accommodation on the first floor level arranged at the west wall – patronycus whis is 

uncommon and uncharacteristic for the Georgian aisless architecture, Analogous patronycus 



but two storied is in the 10th century aisless church of the Assumption in Saphara Monastery 

(historical Samtskhe). The basing of the arches of the patronycus transferred to the west wall 

on the horn, also the asymmetrical arrangement of the wall arches represented in the west 

portion of the interior and the south-western window proves that the church and the two-

arched open accommodation were built in the same time.  

 The most interesting façade for its composition solution is the east façade with two 

high triangular niches. If the niches in Khakhuli chapel have the only decorative function, 

here the use of the niches is conditioned by the existence of pastophories /even a constructive 

function /.  

The only entrance  is cut in the north-west portion of the north façade which is a rare 

moment and it ever met in the Georgian architecture. The northern door was made for the 

aisless churches only as an additional passage mainly connected with the liturgy (Khtsisi, 

Patara Oni, Agara, Spethi, Ekhvevi, Darkveti, Tserovani). But in our church the cutting of the 

northern door comes from the church location. 

As we above mentioned there is a nine lined building inscription made in Asomtavruli 

on the northern façade of the church. 

There is one more significant detail. One can hardly notice the track of the arcade and 

the painting fragment on the north façade near the door. We may think that the church had 

the portico from the north. Aforementioned building inscription against to the tradition 

depicts not on the door tympanum which the church has and which is plainly left but on the 

north-east part of the northern wall, on a small plate. Thus we may think that the northern 

portico of the church was the same period to the building.  

Thus the upper church of Otkha Eklesia is a typical building of the 10th century. The 

subject of the master’s interest was to make an impression not by ornamentation, but with the 

help of its location, by underlining the main architectural masses.  

The aisless church of Otkhta-Eklesia belongs to the number of rare buildings of Georgia 

the exact  building date and the builder’s name of which are pointed in the inscription. The 

mentioned inscription and its historical-artistic analyse show Otkhta Eklesia chapel by a 

number of significant elements continues the Georgian architecture line characteristic for the 

second half of the 10th century and, by using rare architectural-constructive elements represent 

very important example of architecture the end of the 10th century.     
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Parekhta Monastery 
 
Tao-Klarjeti was and is of great importance for Georgia. This region has a particular meaning for 
each Georgian and is known as the area where St Grigol Khandzteli (749-851) had unfolded his 
activities. In the 8th-9th centuries,. St Grigol and his disciples were very active in founding new 
monasteries and rehabilitated the old ones, the monasteries becoming most significant centers of 
culture. Even more, the spiritual fathers who were educated there were founding new Georgian 
monasteries abroad, which became important cultural and spiritual centers in Byzantium, 
Palestine, Syria or on the Holy Mountain of Athos. Especially the Georgian (Iberian) Monastery 
of Mount Athos (10th c.) and the Georgian Monastery of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem (11thc.) 
were, along with their cultural designation, also of political importance. 
 Is must be noted that there are no evidens about early buildings in Klarjeti. Some scholars 

thout that a monastery of Parekhta should be established at 6-7 century. Researchers' 

opinion is based on the life of Serapion Zarzmel, that St. Michael One of Shio's disciples 

(follower), arrived in klarjeti, stayed in Opiza for a while, and then built a monastery 

Parekhta for his and his brothers.  

 
According to the life Gregoli of Khanzta when Khandzta became known for its grace and of its 
spiritual fathers, at that time a great desert ascetic, Father Mikel came to Khandzta from 
Midznadzoro and settled in Parekhta, because he was a friend of Blessed Father Gregory. He 
longed for the eremitic life and found his own place to dwell at Parekhta in Berta. Through the 
intents of this holy man, he settled therein and became even more pleasing to the Lord.  
when devil saw the brevity of the holy men. He troubled Mikel through visible and hidden 
visions, that he might drive him from the desert. Mikel however defeated every appearance of his 
evil tricks through the help of Christ and the supplication of the saints.  
 
There was one occasion where Father Mikel had departed from his cell and was standing a top a 
high cliff in a desolate place. The devil cast him down from the heights. Christ God the King of 
All protected him, completely unharmed. when his spiritual father, Father Gregory  knew [nju;] 
about this exident, The saint quickly went to the aid of his brother through the power of the Lord 
and gave him spiritual encouragement. He created of his own accord two wooden crosses, marks 
of Christ, to give him victory, protect him, and to drive away the enemy. He erected them here 
and there, at some distance from his cell and established them as a boundary for the holy man as 
thus: 
— “Remain without fear between these two Crosses of Christ through the help of the Holy 
Trinity and the power of the Honorable Cross. If you cross this boundary, you shall suffer even 
worse than the first time.” The Blessed Mikel however found complete respite, because he had 
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defeated the prideful enemy through humility. He did not trust in his own righteousness, but 
instead brought his spiritual father and brother,Gregory as help, by trusting in God.  
Blessed Mikel was from the land of Shavsheti, from the village of Norgiali, and became a monk 
at Midznadzoro, whereas after the passing of many years, he earned his salvation in Parekhi and 
when he had finished his earthly course, he was buried in that very place. He is buried together 
with the glorious Father Basil, who dwelt in Parekhta after him. They bestow healing upon men 
who go to them in faith.  
 

According to Davit Khostaria The historical fates of Serapion Zarzel's life must be old. 

parekhta Monastery was probably founded in the 6th century by the mikhael. However, 

today's architecture is not early than the 9th century, and he  cannot find it early building. 
 
the Monastrey of Parekhta is located in the Karchal Valley and eight kilometers north of Berta 
Monastery. The Monastery is located on the left side of small mountain stream called Duganli. 
The Mandra lies on a horizontal ledge about 150 m long. The only access to the monastery is 
from west side through the narrow fortified gate, which is now collapsed. From the narrow path 
can be reach to the hermitages and other monastery structure. According to V. Djobadze he 
discovered rock cat two Hermitages and other Monastery structure. He counted three or five 
rectangular buildings. They were constracted with roughly dressed stones. All of them were 
ruined. The scholar thoughts that can be monks cells or storage room.  Among the ruined 
building  V. Djobadze show a larg rechtangular room. He accept to N. Marr to the function of 
this structure. According him that can be a refectory, which could have easily accomadated 
twenty to thyrte Persons.  

Near to the refectory there are two buildings: waterfall and a small cistern which can be provided 
more water for whole Monastery. Northwest of the gate there are two water mills and further 
west fields and orchards. The surrounding of the monastery and the plentiful environment would 
have supplied the monastic community with an abundance of food and amount of heating and 
constracting materials.  

On the north side Marr mentions a sizable funerary chamber in which he found numerous human 
bones. According of the life of Grigol of Khanzta this was the burial place of Michael, founder 
of the Monastery and his followers Basil. When researchers tolks about the Monastery of Khazta 
they always mention her attention of the two churches. As we show this churches are erected 
substructures on the mountain ledge.   

The first church 

The first church built on the level of the east-west path of the monastery is a vaulted rechtangular 
longitudinal nave with a semicircular apse that has two wide symmetrically placed niches. the 
construction material is locally and the masonry of the churches is rather crude. the interior and 
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exterior facing consists of poorly squared blocks. the stones used on the interior of the building 
are more carefully dressed. Its western and northern walls as well part of the apse are rather well 
preserved. the south wall  on the other hand is almost completely gone. the interior of the church  
is filled with debris and covered with two trees. the south half of the church is supported by high 
substructure. On the west is an 1. 20 m. wide entrance which could be entrance which could be 
approached by a narrow passage through a descending staircase, part of which still remains. The 
light would have entered the church from the window above the western door and the apse, as 
well as was  from the now destroyed south wall window. The north wall, for security reasons has 
now windows. 

Attached to the north side of the church is longitudinal barrel vaulted side chumber, accessible 
only through the church itself by wide door. On the east it is terminated by a semicircular apse 
pierced by a single window. According Jobadze inhabitants found a large wine vessel below the 
floor on the west side. A second vessel  was in sity when he arraved in Parkhali. According him 
it may be contained wine for the Eukharist and norther chamber was used for the prosthesis. This 
possibility is suggested by other Georgian chuches built in early medieval period in which 
similar vessels have been found.  

After study many Georgian materials can be said that in early Period a wide variant of single 
naved churches was built in tao-klarjeti. this type  have been lived the most long time in Georgia. 
After study this region the scholars  agree with that  churches, which are built of the end of eight 
and the first half of the ninth century have the common features:  

 

 The second church 

The second church built also special substructure. Its three nave basilica. Its very common 
architecturul type  in early medieval Georgia not only in Tao-Klarjeti (Nukas Sakdari, Esbeki)  
but in other provinces of Georgia as well. In comparation with the first church this is more 
carfully constructed. With rhythmic articulation of exterioe walls Parekhta church look like 
mounemts of the same time period. namely at the church of Tsirkoli.  

The only entrance to the church is from the western door and its precending which is now 
colappsed. The second opening in the south wall of the church is located at the edge of the 
vertical cliff. Jobadze can not say about the fuction of this exit. According him it can be the door 
to the balcon.  

On the south side of the apse wall of the both pilasters of the west wall flat rechtangular imposts 
are in Sity. Accordin to V. Jobadze that can be three nave basilica, which was flanced both side 
with chamber.  



4 
 

 We have not documentary evidence when the second church was constracted, the reserchers 
didnot find any  inscription they dated this second church with the analyse of the structure of 
architecture. they suggest that can be date at the end of the ninth  or the early tenth century. the 
smaller church coudnot no longer satisfy the demans of the growing monastic community, 
making necessary the another larg  church. This process was decribed in the life of Gregory of 
Khanzta. Additional information concerning the activites of the monastery Parekhta was a 
significant centre of literature studies. After the death of the foundation Michael  at the end of 
ninth and the beginning of ten century monks of Parekhta composed his biography. it has not 
survived. We also know about the renowed man Ilarion who was live during the time of Grigol 
Khanzeli. A significant informaton give us the Colopon of Parkhali Gospel. The Autor is Makari, 
who was live in sixteen century and according this evidence The monastery of parekhta was still 
florished.   
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The churches of Parkhali and Otkhta are unique among the tenth century churches of the Tao-Klarjeti, both 
in their form (they are both three-aisled basilicas) and in their monumental scale (both at around 28 x 
18m). The basilicas stand in strikingly close formal dialogue with each other – Otkhta was even siginificantly 
rebuilt to more closely mimic the features of Parkhali. Beyond their artistic features, each church bears 
witness to the significant power and economic strength of the people who built them and the communities 
that were housed there. Built on platforms cut into the mountainside, it is easy to forget that they are as 
much feats of engineering as artistic endeavour. However, as similar as the churches are, it is important not 
to too easily elide their differences – Parkhali’s relatively extensive, complex and intramedially playful 
sculptural programme and the many prominent and legible inscriptions on the exterior which testify its 
construction history, their differing materials and differing states of preservation. Each of these differences 
speak to the ways in which the churches of the Tao Klarjeti can be used to tell histories beyond formal 
development and exchange and help us better situate these monuments in their economic and social 
contexts and this is what both this presentation and the conversations we had around these churches 
attempted to bring out. 

Harry Prance 











































Vardzia -  the Church of the Dormition  

 

The Vardzia complex stretches across five hundred meters of the cliff face comprising 

nineteen tiers of caves. Vardzia is the largest rock –cut monastery in Georgia among the 

survived ones. The Catholicon of the monastery is the Church of the Dormition of the Virgin 

distinguished by its huge size and location. It presents a simple hall space with the barrel 

vault and the broad apse at the east end. There are additional chambers to the north, west 

and south, all of which have entrances to the church. The church is completely covered by 

wall painting.  The frescoes of the Vardzia church presents the earliest example of the 

decoration of so called the “epoch ofQueen Tamar”; Consequently, it presents the earliest 

surviving portrait of the Queen Tamar. Since the Queen is presented here crowned but 

unmarried, the wall painting of the Vardzia can be dated by the 80 s of 12th century (Tamar 

was crowned as coruler with Giorgi III in 1178 and she was married in 1186 her first 

husband Iuri Bogolubski). The portrait of the Donors is presented on the Northern wall of 

the Church, following the well-established tradition of the location of the Donor’s portraits 

in Georgia. The composition shows the King Giorgi III in prayer before the enthroned Virgin 

and Child. The King is followed by Tamar, who holds the model of the church in her hands. 

The Georgian sources tells that Vardzia monastery was begun by  king Giorgi III and then 

was completed by his daughter. Both Donators wear imperial dress surmounted by loroi. 

Both are crowned by similar crowns. What attracts a special attention is the portrait of the 

local peodal Rati Surameli presented on the western part of the northern wall, the latter is 

presented in Georgian costume and he is lacking the nimbus. According to E.Eastmond ,this 

choice reflects  the superiority of the Royal family and reinforce the privileged status of the 

royal family  setting them  apart from the rest of the society.  At the same time the design of 

the Royal portrait stresses Tamar’s blood right to the throne and legitimacy of her authority. 

She is named as ” King of the Kings of all East, daughter of Giorgi”, while the portrait of 



Giorgi bears an inscription: “King of Kings of all East , Giorgi, son of Demetre , King of  the 

Kings”. The angel passing a symbol of power and divine approval from the Virgin to the king 

further reinforces the legitimacy of the rulership of this royal dynasty. This special accent 

can be linked to the historical reality concerning the  reigning of the king Giorgi III and the 

crowning of the Queen Tamar ( E.Eastmond focuseshere on two counts: the legacy of 

reigning of Giorgi III  himself and the hindrance caused by attitudes to the  gender of Queen 

Tamar).  

The figure of the Saint included in the Royal portrait attracts a special attention. According 

to the recent studies of Nino Chikladze, the Saint is identified as St. Evrenius of Trabzon, the 

patron saint of the Trabzon Empire. Though the appearance and inclusion of this less popular 

Saint by that time is surprising. St.Evgenius became especially popular only after the 

establishing  of the Trabzon Empire. And his special cult emerges namely in that context - as 

the major patron Saint of newly established Empire. Thus, Nino Chikladze explains his 

appearance as the reflection of the political will and participation of the Georgian Kingdom 

in the history of the founding the Trabzon Empire. The design of the Royal portrait 

obviouslyshows the political target and plans of our Kingdom. 

The huge number of the individual Saintsattracts a special attention in Vardzia programme. 

The holy Warriors and female Saints prevail here. The leading role of the military Saints 

echoes the military function of this foundation. The Holly warriors are presenting as the 

individual Saints(for Example Rati Surameli’s portrait) as well as a part of the scenes of 

Coronation of the Saints by Christ. What is unusual here, is the location of these scenes - 

they are represented on the jambs of the windows of the Southern Wall. The summit of the 

jambs presents the image of Christ placing the crowns on the Holly warriors. The placing of 

the images on the window walls is the iconographic tradition widelyspread in Georgia and 

even ischaracterized as the “local” tradition of the Georgian Church decoration. The church 

of the Dormition is comparatively poorly illuminated – hence the scene of the Saints 

Receiving Crowns from the Saviour, represented in the illuminated splays of the windows,  



in  contre- joure , creating  a special accent in the whole decoration.  It must be noted, that 

these figures are much bigger compared to those of narrative compositions, creating   

atectonic accent in the overall system of decoration. Apart from its scale, significance of the 

compositions is increased by the shape of the jambs – wide, diagonally directed surfaces.  

The half-figure of the Saviour with outstretched hands presented on the soffits of the 

window, as if ‘entering’ from ‘outside’,  puts the crowns on the Saints represented on the 

‘sloped’   surfaces – these representative scenes adjusted to the window splays  give a 

palpable impression of the animating of the scene . Thus, the composition of Coronation of 

the Saints creates, so to speak, the impression of “breakthrough” to the integrity of the 

inner space of the church – displaying a kind of “pathways” demonstrating the unity of the 

internal and external spaces.  

In Vardzia  St Nino’s earliest  identified  fresco portrait  can be found  -  St. Nino is 

presented on the South pilaster and she faces  the portrait of  queen Tamar .  Splendid 

image of St Catherine attracts a special attention.  

The Apse of the church represents a monumental image of the Virgin and child flanked by 

the figures of the Archangels Michael and Gabriel. The traditional images of the Apse in 

Georgian church decoration (Deesisor Maesta Domini) is substituted by the huge image of 

the Virgin characteristic for the epoch of the queen Tamar. The lower register of the aps 

represents twelve figure of the church fathers holding the scrolls represented as co- 

participants of the divine liturgy.    The scenes of Christological cycle are presented 

clockwise. The cycle opens by the scene of the Annunciation located on the Southern slope 

of the arch. Here appears Nativity, Presentation to the Temple, Baptism, Transfiguration, 

raising of Lazarus, Entry into Jerusalem, Last supper, Washing of the feet, Crucifixion, 

Anastasis Pentecost and Dormition. The scenes are enriched by iconographic details 

inspired by hymnography enriching the symbolic context of the scenes ( for example the 

representation of the ladder in the scene of the Annunciation, visualizing one of the most 

frequently spread metaphor of Virgin as One who  unites  the Heaven and Earth and etc.)  

The image of Mandylion catches a special attention thanks to its scale and location. The 

Holy Face is appears on the tympanum here and presents one of the most important 



images of the whole programme of the Vardzia decoration. The placement of the Mandylion 

above the doorways certainly reflects the Eddesian practise of placing the Mandylion above 

the city gate. Grabar emphasizes the salvific meaning of such location. In Vardzia this 

message is emphasized by the episode of the Salvation placed alongside the Holy Face- i.e 

the Resurrection and the scene of the chaining of Satan, which implies the idea of triumph 

as well. It is noteworthy that the Communion of St.Mary of Egyptian is presented above the 

Holy Face. ( in the intrados of the arch of the tympanum arch); both St. Mary and St. 

Zosimus are presented in frontal, “iconic” pose. The location of the Holy Face next to the 

scene of the Communion of St.Mery gives an additional meaning to the incarnation icon. In 

this context  the Mandylion is  strongly associated  to the Eucharist. It is perceived as an 

offering, the communion bread itself. If we recall the theological disputes which took place 

around the issue of sacrifice in 12th century Byzantium, this interpretation of the Holy 

image proves to be absolutely obvious. Moreover, it echoes the local disputes among the 

Georgian and Armenian churches -the counter to Armenian Monophysitism, the major rival 

confession to Greek Orthodoxy in Georgia. This centuries-old theological opposition between 

neighbors grew especially fervent during the 12th century, when most Caucasian lands were 

brought under Georgia’s control. The impact of this dispute upon Georgian culture can be traced 

throughout the centuries, but it was especially strong during the period under consideration. One 

of the most actual question of disputes was the different liturgical practice of communion rooted 

in the difference of Christological dogma. Thus, the Icon of Incarnation alongside the scene of 

the Communion presents an argumentative image against the teaching of “mia phys - the 

Mandylion, a historical portrait of Christ – or so to say image –argument itself, visualizing the 

dogma of the Incarnation and the sacrifice.  

The Souther Nartex  of the Vardzia church is dominated by the theme of the Last Judgment, thus 

fulfilling the lack of this theme in the main space of the church. The apse of the narthex presents 

the traditional scene of the Sanctuary programs in Georgia – the Deesis, while the vault of the 

church presents the huge image of Glorification of the cross, scene that has a long history and 

tradition in Georgian visual art. Vardzian image presents one of the most beautiful and refined 

images of this theme in Georgian wall painting reflecting its proximity to the traditions of so 

called  artistic school of “ Tao –Klarjeti”.  Obviously the wall paintings of the Vardzia is 



executed later than the murals of the main space. These murals are dated back to turn of the 12 – 

13th cc in special literature. The huge image of the Last Judgment is enriched here by the scenes 

of the life of St. Stephen the Proto –Martyr and the huge image of the Martyrdom of  forty  

Sebastians representing in a very prominent place.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Literary School and Manuscript Heritage of Tao-Klarjeti 

 
In the paper those politic and historic realities are outlined due to which Tao-Klarjeti literary school 
was founded. It also discusses the issues of reshaping of vain and fruitless desert into a fruitful land – 
i.e. impressive monastic center and literary school, which was a result of the very close co-operation 
of clerical and secular authorities. Tao-Klarjeti literary school has its share in determination of 
elinophilic character of the Georgian translated literature, translation method and ideology. Iviron 
and Athonite translating-literary school were originated from Tao-Klarjeti literary school. Moreover, 
for centuries, it was nourishing Georgian Monastic and Cultural centers of Mount Athos, Black 
Mountain and other monasteries abroad with not only material means (parchment, money...) but also 
well-educated monks skilled in manuscript production. 
Analyzing manuscripts, their colophons and translated and original literary works created in Tao-
Klarjeti literary school aims and agendas of the School were identified. It was also established that 
these aims and agendas were changing from time to time regarding the needs of the country and 
nation. 
Based on the same sources educational system of Tao-Klarjeti was reconstructed, which was 
preparing skilful scribes and copyists educated in theology, liturgy and scripture. 
Besides the above-mentioned, also the following issues were discussed: how scriptoria and monastic 
libraries were organized in Tao-Klarjeti, how exemplars were selected and gained and how newly 
copied manuscripts were donated to the libraries of (sometimes newly established) monasteries. 
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Nino Kavtaria 
Georgian Illustrated Manuscripts from Tao-Klarjeti 

 
 

Georgian manuscripts copied and illustrated in Tao-Klarjeti are the earliest examples of Georgian book art. 
Therefore, the major features which connect Georgian miniature painting with Oriental Christian or Byzantine 
world were revealed in their artistic aesthetics as well as the unique character of their décor.   

The first illustrated Georgian manuscript connected with the Tao-Klarjeti scriptorium is of 9th century.  In 
Adyshi Gospel of 897 according to the early Christian artistic tradition, illustrated pages are assembled at the 
beginning of the gospel text. The portraits of the Evangelist confirm the existence of old artistic model and 
represent the so-called “mixed” iconographic type of the writers (standing and seating). 

The most impressive composition here is a sanctuary with a sort of dome (Ciborium). It seems that this 
page ends  Christ’s terrestrial way of life, as described in New Testament and there for, looks like symbolic 
indication of the “Holy Sepulcre“, built by Constantine the Great. 

The late antique traditions are shown in artistic peculiarities of the miniatures, light, bright (pink, green, 
blue) palette, to certain extent in pictorial rendering of figures, in refined, subtle and tidy manner of execution, 
accentuation of the content by color, gradation of main tone, combination of the local color  - all these are 
main trends of the miniatures from this book. 

Painter Theodor of JruchiI Gospel (H-1660) represents quite different manner of illumination. The 
principle of illustration offered by him outstrips from the artistic demands of the epoch. Effigies of the 
Evangelists represent the close connection with late antique cultural world: their figures, expression, 
complicated garments, decorative elements of the architectural backgrounds, cockleshell-shaped lunettes. In 
this case such structure reminds us the theatrical scenery. 

Alongside with conventional artistic forms, this manuscript includes first topical scenes from the gospel 
text: the evangelists are coupled with healing scenes: St.Matthew with iconic representation  
of the Virgin with child, St.Mark with blind healing, St.Luke with evil spirit and St.John with cure of paralytic 
scenes. 
Copied and illustrated at Shatberdi monastery these manuscripts show the different approach to the 
illumination and reveal an existence of old artistic tradition. 
Early Georgian illuminated manuscripts manifested great impact of East Christian book art.  Influences of 
Syriac artistic traditions are reflected in the forms and decorations of the Canon tables, in the iconography of 
the portraits of Evangelists and in the forms and the methods of distribution of the Crosses in the text of 
Georgian Gospel-books. 
Syriac influences were deep and strong from the beginning, covering all elements of book decoration. Traces 
of these influences are clearly distinguished. 
Paper will examine the use of Syriac artistic peculiarities (starting from the Rabbula Gospel) on the Georgian 
manuscripts. Two groups of Georgian manuscripts will be investigated: manuscripts from Tao-Klarjeti artistic 
school of the 9-10th centuries and manuscripts from the Black Mountain (Antioch) of the 11th century. 
The paper focused on the study of characteristic features of the Syriac manuscripts (Rabbula Gospel, 
Bibl.Nat.Syr. 30, 40, 41, 341,355, 356, Berlin, Preuss.Bibl.Sachau 220, 332 and etc.) reflecting different 
principles and aspects of decoration and will show the similarities  and influences with the Georgian codices 
(Adyshi, Jruchi, Berti Gospels, A-98, A-484, S-962 and others). Paper presents iconographic and artistic 
analysis of the decor and iconographic variations used in both Syriac and Georgian manuscripts. 

Historical background and cultural interactions between these two regions will be also discussed 
To this scriptorium is also connected liturgical book of chants (S-425). The authors’ eastern appearances, 

their block-shape figures, variegated colors and water-color effects are characteristic for this artistic school. 
The resemble features are represented in coupled series of Tskarostavi Gospels (A-98): in spite of 

primitive rendering Tao-Klarjetian features are obvious: eastern types, importance of line, transparent water-
colors. 
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Eventually, the scribes began to use the cinnabar and the letters became decorative bearing some elements 
of ornamentation. Among the decorated manuscripts the gospels stand out by their specific ornamentations. 
Location of some elements of décor depend on the contest of the text, therefore the succession of distribution 
in the ornamentation of the gospels is almost fixed. 

In case of artistic decoration capital letters (Initials) occupy an important position. Till X century contours 
of capital letters looked like the text letters: they were written by ink, only a bit larger. Stylization of the 
capital letter at first took place in the IX century.  

Our paper was to represent why the artists used this graphical style to adorn only the Spiritual books (like 
Synaxarion, Chants and etc.) and chose "Byzantinised", graceful miniatures to decorate gospel books.  

Among the illustrated manuscripts of the XI century Mestia Gospel should be noted. Copied at the Oshki 
monastery the codex is the best model of the Tao-Klarjetian artistic school. 

One of the Canon tables reflects our attention with its unusual execution in the form of domed church. 
Plausibly painter was inspired with the architectural splendor of Oshki church. 

 In the XII century the decorations became richer and more solemn.  
Canon Tables occupy a special place in the décor of manuscripts illustrated in Tao-Klarjeti which are the most 
traditional element in the formation of artistic structure of Gospels. 
The method of creation, development and formation of the artistic images of the system of canon tables starts 
in the early Middle centuries and, together with the letter of its author, Eusebius of Caesarea, became an 
indispensable part of Christian book arts. The series of canon tables made it easier to find identical extracts of 
the Gospel text during the liturgical year. The canon tables created in early middle ages acquired decorative 
character together with their practical function. In many cases they became the most decorative illustrations, 
carrying the symbolic meaning. 
In the process of the decoration of Tao-Klarjeti manuscripts the letter by Eusebius of Caesarea did not play a 
particularly important role in the process of the manuscript illustration and the artists only presented the series 
of vaults. Eusebius of Caesarea allotted 10 pages to the canon tables and its original variant has not reached 
us. 
Editing reforms carried out in the 10th century changed the original format of manuscripts. The canon tables  
were arranged on 10 pages and together with the letter of Eusebius of Caesarea the number of them reached 
12. The Syrian (16-19) and Latin (12-16) systems changes accordingly. Only the Armenian system retained its 
original, a 10- page form. It is difficult to determine the regularity regarding the number of canon tables in the 
manuscripts from Tao-Klarjeti of the 9th-10th centuries. They are arranged on 5-8 pages (Adishi, Jruchi). The 
shape of the canon tables is also worth mentioning: if earlier single,double or threepart systems were frequent 
(Adishi, Jruchi, Berti, Tskarostavi), from the 11th century the framing in the shape of triumphal arch appears. 
However, this change was gradual and it appeared in a final shape in Mestia Gospel canon tables. 
This paper will present the artistic evolution of the canon table system in Tao-Klarjeti manuscripts and also, 
iconographic or stylistic tendencies typical of this artistic school in the context of Georgian, Byzantine, Greek, 
Syrian or other contexts of Eastern Christian book paintings.  
The development line of canon tables  revealed in Adishi, Jruchi, Tskharostavi, Mestia Gospels, their gradual 
modification which appeared in the final form in the décor of Mestia Gospel  will also be discussed in the 
paper. 
Artistic development of Georgian Canon table systems reveals that the editing or artistic changes, appearing in 
the Byzantine manuscripts at the end of the 10th century, are reflected in Georgian codes. Modified shape, 
general structure, introduction of entablatures and renewed ornamental repertoire are obvious illustrations of 
this opinion. 
The goal of the paper was to reveal and characterize artistic specificity of the canon table series found in the 
manuscripts from Tao-Klarjeti, describe their aesthetics and the influence of cultural connections regarding 
the development of this décor in Georgian tradition.  
. 
 



Fleur Devdariani 
Georgian Miniature: Key Stages of Development 
 
 

In my present lecture I will talk about key stages of development of the Georgian 
miniature. Although this Seasonal School is dedicated to Tao-Klarjeti I decided not to limit 
myself only to Tao-Klarjeti group of manuscripts but present in general outline the other 
illuminated codices, which are very important and interesting for the study of the history of art 
of not only Georgia, but also Byzantium and in general, of the East Christian world. All these 
handwritten books are created in the different times and therefore they present artistic tasks 
and peculiarities of their solutions on the different stages of development of the Georgian 
miniature. 
 
All the statements you will hear today are delivered by two prominent Georgian scientists, 
Rene Shmerling and Gaiane Alibegashvili. I also used the works of the notable Georgian 
scholar, member of this Kekelidze Center of Manuscripts, Elene Matchavariani. I also want to 
outline valuable contribution of Nino Kavtaria, young promising scientist of Center of 
Manuscripts to the study of the manuscripts copied in the scriptorium of the Black Mountain 
and especially to the research of manuscript of Alaverdi Gospels. 
 
 
 
According to the surviving evidence, Georgian miniature tradition spans the period from the 9th 
through the 18th century.  Foundation of monasteries as early as the 5th-6th century attests to the 
role Christianity played in shaping ideology and culturein Georgia. Monasteries, which served 
as centres of literary activity, contributed to the advancement of Georgian writing and 
miniature painting. None of the extant manuscripts dated to the period earlier than the 9th 
century, including 5th-7th century fragmented texts of the palimpsests, is illustrated. However, 
these early manuscripts stand out for their brilliant calligraphy. The majority of these early 
manuscripts are large codices remarkable forthe delicate refinement ofthe asomtavruli 
(majuscule) letters in which they are rendered. The pattern of arrangement of a text and blank 
spaces around it in these manuscriptsis highly impressive. The artistic effect is based on the 
division of texts in clearly separated lines, thesteady rhythm created by a regular succession of 
letters, as well as the use of ink of varying intensity creating an effect of gentle transition from 
dark to light brown tones and enlivening the yellowish surface of the parchment. Until the late 
9th and early 10th century,Georgian manuscript pages were illustratedsparingly. Despite the use 
of bright red in titles, capitals andtale pieces, these miniatures create an impression of 
monochrome paintings. 
 
It was not until the second half of the 10th century, or more precisely, the 970s, that the artistic 
appearance of Georgian manuscripts began to change. Cinnabar became widely used alongwith 
decorative elements, such as initials and later headpieces, becoming more and more common. 
At that stage headpieces in manuscripts copied in Georgia, notably the collections of hymns by 
Modrekili, were still shaped as narrow, horizontally elongated rectangles.  



 
My presentation is dedicated to miniaturepainting, a main element of text decoration. 
Illustrating the content, it is a central, indivisible part of a manuscript page defining its artistic 
and compositional image. 
 
Of the surviving manuscripts, only two codices are illustrated, namely the Adishi Gospels 
copied in 897 and Jruchi 1 Gospels, the text of the latter having been inscribed in 936, andthe 
miniatures executed in 940. The miniatures of both manuscripts are stylistically akin to the 9th 
and 10th century works anddemonstratethe diversity of models used by Georgian artists. 
 
The miniatures in the Adishi manuscript are located at the beginning of the text. On the verso 
of the folio is depicted a quadripholium, while the next five folios bear canon tables. These are 
followed by two miniatures, one of which features an evangelist standing on two feet and 
another – a sitting evangelist. The miniatures terminate in a separately depicted ciborium, also 
referred to as tempietto.  
 
Another manuscript, Jruchi I, is the only surviving manuscriptto have the illustrations of the 
scenes of Christ Healing Miracles (Healing of the Blind Man, Healing of the Obsessed Man and 
Healing of the Paralyzed Man)united into a single cycle. No other Georgian or foreign 
manuscript provides these scenes grouped into one cycle. Given that such scenes are absent in 
manuscript illustrations before the 5th century, it becomes obvious that the models available to 
Georgian artists belonged to the period earlier than the 5th century, i.e. Late Antiquity, when 
the Healing scenes were more relevant due to their symbolic essence (the theme of Salvation) 
and responded to the vital interests of the time. 
 
These miniatures are highly remarkable not only for their thematic composition, but also due 
to the principle of their distribution in the codex. The title page of the Gospels, as in the Adishi 
Gospels, is topped by a quadrifolium. The next seven pages are taken up by the canon tables. 
Yet unlike other illuminated Georgian manuscripts, the remaining eight miniatures are located 
close to the text. Compositions are distributed according to individual Gospels. Each Gospel has 
two miniatures in the beginning, on the verso and the recto of the folio respectively: the Gospel 
of Matthew features Matthew the Evangelist and an icon-like image of the Virgin and Child; 
the Gospel by Mark the Evangelist shows Mark and the Healing of the Blind Man;  the Gospel 
by Luke is supplemented with the image of Luke the Evangelist and the Healing of the 
Paralyzed Man, while the Gospel by John presents the image of John and the Healing of the 
Possessed Man. Each thematic composition contains only two characters: Christ and thesick 
man. The background is neutral, i.e. the point of action is not marked. Yet it appears that in the 
prototype the background of the figures was spatial. Other differences are also apparent, which 
allows us to believe that these Georgian miniatures deviate from their prototype of Late 
Antiquity to conform with the principles of medieval worldview. For example, free postures of 
the figures and their natural movement rendered with the knowledge of the anatomy of the 
human body co-exist with the petrified movements, lack of proportion, and angularity of 
drapery folds.  
 



Prompted by a new artistic spirit, therevision of the characteristics inherent in the 
prototypealso entailed the changing of a colour palette. This is evidenced by thick layers of 
paint applied to specific sections of the background and figures. These features set them apart 
from theJruchi I miniatures characterized by light, lively and refined patterns, which still 
retained the linearity that most probably characterized the prototype dating from Late 
Antiquity.  
 
It is remarkable that Christ and John are presented as young men. Also noteworthy are other 
details, such as a columned portico, an arcade supported by columns framing the compositions, 
ornamental motifs, curled leaves at the bottom of the arch. These elements can be found in the 
manuscripts containing Caesarian text-type swith canon tables.  
 
It thus appears that compared with the Adishi illustrations, the Jruchi I miniatures display a 
closer kinship with the Near East art which, in its turn, takes roots in the Hellenistic art of Late 
Antiquity. 
 
Now regarding the artistic schools.  
 
It is very rarely that Georgian artists provide notes regarding the place of manuscript 
inscription, due to which manuscripts dating from the 9th through the 11th century cannot be 
assigned to the places of their origin. It remains unknown whether they were produced in 
central regions of Georgia, such as Kartli and Kakheti, or in western Georgia. Yet the intensive 
efforts aiming at producing national art evidenced in different regions of Georgia throughout 
the 10th and 11th centuries makes it plausible to assume the presence of local painting schools.  
 
There is, however, a group of manuscripts from that period that can be attributed to the place 
of origin thanks to the colophons provided in them. They were copied in South Georgia and are 
referred to as Tao-Klarjeti group according to the name of the region. The aforementioned 
Adishi and Jruchi I illustrated manuscripts made at Shatberdi are affiliated with this group. 
Other surviving manuscripts of this group are not supplemented with thematic miniatures. 
Yetthey are typical examples of illuminated manuscripts, providing remarkable evidence 
regarding the manner of execution of decorative elements such as initials, headpieces and 
canon tables. 
 
These manuscripts are characterized by a preference for graphical treatment. A thin, 
transparent layer of paint is applied to the outlines made by thin lines. The use of a multi-layer 
painting technique is relatively rare. Non-painted sections, i.e. the natural tonality of 
parchment, equally important as painted sections, are highly notable. Non-painted sections in 
the decoration of initials are sometimes covered with parallel lines or colored and black dots. In 
general, the initials in these manuscripts differ from Byzantine ones. Canon table ornaments, 
the motifs of which show an obvious affinity with the ornaments of Georgian architecture, are 
noteworthy. The peculiarity of decorative adornment of these illustrations is also defined by a 
clear, bright tonal coloring, such as blue, red, light green and yellow. All of theseindicatethe 



adoption of a creative approachby the masterthat led to the shaping an original artistic image of 
the Tao-Klarjeti manuscripts.   
 
The specific nature of the manuscripts making up the Tao-Klarjetigroup is obvious when 
comparing them with the Georgian manuscripts produced in the religious centers abroad.  
 
As is known, the late 10th century saw theestablishmentof close political and cultural ties 
between Georgia and Byzantium. It is quite natural that with the growing influence of 
Byzantium over the Near East, Byzantine cultural achievements becamea modelfor the entire 
Christendom, including Georgia, which sought to adopt these achievements.Georgian 
monasteries were founded in Constantinople, in Mount Athos and Black Mountain. Georgian 
monks closely worked with Greek monks, benefitted from the best educational opportunities 
available at the time and adopted major cultural achievements of Byzantium. There is a 
closestylistic similarity between Georgian and Byzantine miniatures in terms of the manner of 
execution. Judging by the quality of illustrations, it is apparent that Georgian artists had fully 
mastered the technique of manuscript decoration.  
 
The trend for the approximation to Byzantine culture encouraged the production of illustrated 
manuscripts and separate miniatures. In addition to that, Georgian aristocracy and high-
ranking clergy commissioned lavishly adorned manuscripts in Byzantine style. Byzantine 
influence is obvious in codices which repeat certainpatterns of manuscript illumination, as well 
as types of ornament, color palettes, iconographic models, and a multi-layer painting technique, 
e.g. Codex A-1 decorated with headpieces, canon tables and initials, copied in 1030; a collection 
of works by Gregory the Theologian; Gospel H-1704 copied in Mount Athos in the 980s, and 
the Alaverdi Gospels inscribed and illustrated in 1054 in the Calippo Monastery, also close to 
Antioch. This lattermanuscript is embellished with headpieces, canon tables and the figures of 
evangelists. At the end it has the Epistle of Abgar and five miniatures illustrating the text. The 
title page, like the Adishi and Jruchi I title pages, features a cross, which, in this case, is erected 
on a postament.  
 
Copied and illustrated in the Monastery of Khora in Constantinople, a Minor Synaxarion A-648 
is a remarkable manuscript reflecting an intensive creative collaboration between Georgian and 
Byzantine artists.  The manuscript was inscribed and decorated by a Georgian artist, Basil son of 
Malush, who was also responsible for the decoration of the collection of works by Gregory the 
Theologian A-1, as well as two manuscripts of Minor Nomocanon, A-96 and S-143. In 1028, he 
also copied part of another codex containing works by Gregory the Theologian. Of these 
manuscripts only a Minor Synaxarion is illustrated with miniatures, which are highly 
remarkable for their artistic quality. Gaiane Alibegashvili, whose research focuses on miniature 
art, attributed the miniatures of this manuscript to Greek artists. The scholar saw a stylistic 
resemblance between these and other Greek manuscripts illustrated with miniatures in the late 
10th and early 11th century, notably with the illustrations of the Menologion of Basil II.  
 
Almost all miniatures of the Synaxarion, be it the scenes from the Gospels or the lives of saints 
(vitae), employ compositional patterns that are canonical in the Byzantine art of the time, i.e. 



the late 10th and 11th century.  The compositions in the Synaxarion also reveal the trend 
towardsa generalized rendering of the main idea. This is indicated by a minimum number of 
characters, prevalence of abstract golden backgrounds, as well as the laconic rendering of 
landscape and architectural elements. For example, the composition of the erection of the cross 
presents three strictly frontal figures giving no indication of action. The movement of deacons 
and the symmetrical location on both sides of the high priest creates an atmosphere of festivity, 
while in the same scene of the Menologion by Basil II the movement and gestures of the 
figures, notably of Empress Helena Pointing to the True Cross, create an impression of action.  
 
Judging by the picturesque articulation of colorful surfaces through the alteration of highlights 
and shadows and the use of conventional ‘reflexes’ (the clothes worn by theHoly Women), the 
works retain artistic features typical of Late Antiquity, which were commonly used in 
Byzantine art of the late 10th and early 11th century.  
 
The other two manuscripts – the Pentecostarion A-734 and a collection of works by Gregory 
the Theologian A-109 – were created in the first half of the 12th century and the early 13th 
century respectively, i.e. during the heyday of the Georgian kingdom. Along with the 
willingness to adopt the achievements of Byzantine art, the illustrations of the manuscripts 
demonstrate a high level of cultural development as well as thecreativity of Georgian artists. 
Despite a wide chronological gap between the miniatures of these manuscripts, both display the 
same pattern of rendering plots, i.e. generalization and a respective focus on dogmatic meaning. 
Monumentality, inherent to generalization, is characteristic of an overall system employed in 
the decoration of both manuscripts –full-page miniatures appear like frontispieces serving to 
introduce the text. Early attempts of generalized rendering, as mentioned above, are apparent 
already in the miniatures of the Synaxarion. The trend reached its maturity in Byzantine 
manuscripts of the 11th and early 12th century. The illustrations of the two manuscripts reflect 
this very tendency. It is also to be noted that both the Pentecostarion and a collection of works 
by Gregory the Theologian are the most typical liturgical collections illustrated according to 
this principle. Close examination of the miniatures of the two chronologically distant 
manuscripts revealed several stylistic features, such as the preference for linear treatment, 
application of unbroken colour spots and theuse of moderate colour palette despite a variety of 
tones, which, as believed by scholars, are directly associated with the national tradition.  
 
The Pentecostarion was illustrated by seven miniatures correspondingto the themes of the 
composition. The miniatures, kept in the repository of manuscripts (A-743) date from the first 
half of the 12th century. The text of the manuscript is now lost. The content of the compositions 
is related to the readings from the Gospels for the Sunday liturgies and the holy feasts 
throughout the period from Easter to Pentecost. An iconographic analysis showed that the 
artist followed extended compositional models. Yet he did not include narrative elements 
related to the time and action, such as people and an angel in the scene of the Healing of the 
Paralyzed Man, Healing of the Blind at Siloam, two phases of action in both scenes; citizens, a 
pitcher and a bucket in the scene of a Samaritan woman and the cosmos and hetimasia in the 
Pentecost. Thus the Pentecostarionminiatures were designed to demonstrate the main idea of 
the theme in a laconic, generalized form rather than provide its narrative illustration.  



 
The miniatures of the manuscript A-734 are distinguished by their high level of artistic 
execution. It is apparent that the artist was fully aware of a multi-layered painting technique, 
which he adapted to his own artistic preference. Shadows and highlights are painted in thin 
layers, without disturbing the uniformity of colour spots. An overall impression is created by 
locally applied colour spots and angular patterns marking drapery folds, sections of buildings, 
etc. Linear treatment and expressiveness are typicalcharacteristics of the national stylistic 
repertoire. Not limited to miniature painting, these features are visible in mural paintingsdating 
from different periods.   
 
Another typically Georgian illustrated religious manuscript is a collection of Homilies by 
Gregory Nazianzenus 109, dated to the early 13th century. Containing 16 liturgical homilies, the 
collection is decorated with 13 miniatures. The thematic composition of the miniatures 
includes full-figure saints standing separately – compositions and scenes from the Gospels 
related to the Homilies. The miniatures are not framed. The impression of framing is, in some 
cases, created by geometricized architectural forms and horizontal lines marking the ground.   
However, even in the case of the presence of these elements, the figures are represented in 
direct contact with the clean surface of the pagetheir laconic silhouettes being clearly visible 
against such backgrounds.  
 
Equally noteworthy is a compositional solution: a limited number of characters, their large size, 
strict gestures and minimum number of attributes marking the site of action add an air of 
monumentality and festivity to the miniatures. Each miniature precedes a homily providing a 
generalized rendering of its content. For example, let us consider the miniature that precedes a 
sermon on the Plague of Hail. The centre features the frontal figures of man and woman, their 
importance highlighted by large size and gracious movements. In contrast, two small male 
figures are represented in the right and left edges of the composition, both shown in a bending 
position to express humility. The entire composition appears strict and hieratic. The sharp 
contrast between the central and secondary characters indicates the lack of artist’s intention to 
provide a straightforward rendering of the theme. He rather attempted to convey the essence of 
a few opening sentences of the sermon through a laconic compositional formula. The trend of 
creating generalized, laconic compositions, evident in this and two previous manuscripts, 
isdictated by the liturgical function of these codices.  
 
Of the Georgian decorated manuscripts especially remarkable are three richly illustrated 
Gospels, whose artistic and historic importance is not limited to Georgian art. They play a 
significant role in the study of the art of Eastern Christendom. These are the Gelati GospelsQ 
902 (early half of the 12th century), Jruchi GospelsH-1667 (late 12th century) and Mokvi 
Gospels Q-908 (1330). All of the manuscripts is rich in miniatures. However, a different system 
of illustration is employed in each case. More specifically, each Gospel of the Gelati and Jruchi 
manuscripts is provided with detailed illustrations forming independent cycles. They differ 
sharply from the system of illustration used in the Mokvi Gospels. The manuscript has 157 
miniatures, of which 98 illustrate the Gospel of Matthew. The other three Gospels include only 



those scenes that are not present in the Gospel of Matthew. Thus the illustrations of each of the 
four Mokvi Gospels are conceived as an integral cycle.  
 
Each of the mentioned Gospels is a remarkable work of its time reflecting its artistic trends, be 
it linear-decorative treatment or the approaches inherent in Palaeologan art.  
 
I will draw your attention to the miniatures adorning only one Gospel, namely the Jruchi 2 
miniatures. The place of inscribing and illustrating the manuscript remains unclear. Neither do 
we have any records regarding a commissioner. The manuscript is dated to the late 12th century, 
when Georgian culture reached its zenith under Queen Tamar. It was the time when the 
stylistic features defining the original character of the Jruchi 2 miniatures became especially 
pronounced. This is indicated by an increased dynamism and outstanding expressiveness, 
features that originated in earlier locally produced works and evolved into typical 
characteristics of national art. Lack of accuracy in rendering frame borders, placement of 
figures on margins, latitude in rendering postures and the movement of waving drapery, as well 
as the presence of a tree bending towards a main charactercreate an internal tension and a sense 
of dramatism. Equally characteristic is plasticity and refined decorativeness, especially evident 
in the sophisticated rendering of a calligraphic line.  
 
The Jruchi 2 miniatures are some of the most remarkable works of their time, which defines 
their special importance in the history of Georgian art. None of the 12th and 13th century 
Georgian manuscripts, except Jruchi 2, has reflected the artistic trends of the time with such 
intensity. Its numerous manuscripts also provide invaluable evidence for the study of specific 
issues relating to the illustration of Gospels.   
 
As an illustration, I would like to draw your attention to one of the Jruchi 2 miniatures, namely 
the scene of the Crucufixion provided in the Gospel According to Matthew (65v, Matthew 
27,54). Distinguished by a highly expressive composition, it is especially noteworthy for the 
rare iconographic redaction it offers. The text of the Gospel regarding the Crucifixion is 
illustrated so as to highlight its dogmatic essence rather than provide a detailed historical 
rendering. Of note are three figures depicted on the margin, marking a symbolic reference to 
the replacement of a synagogue by a new Christian church. The image of a kneeling woman 
turned to the Lord in supplication, with a hand of an angel on her shoulder as a sign of 
protection, personifies the Church. With a hand movement, the angel throws away the figure 
to the margin, whose only a small part of the back andleg are visible. This female figure 
represents a synagogue, which, according to the movement, is running away.  
 

 
 



Irene Giviashvili 
 
Phoka, St Ninos Church 
1033-1048 
 
In the province of Javakheti (municipality of Ninotsminda), on the south bank of the Paravani 
lake, in the village of Phoka stands a single naved church. Abandoned for a long time, the 
church lost its roof and some upper parts of eastern and south walls but was restored in the 
last ten years, and a convent was established even before. The convent of Phoka is very 
strong and famous with its hard-working nuns, which is understandable if we take into 
account the hard weather conditions they have to cope with. 
On our arrival in mid-September, when the wether was sunny and warm in Tbilisi, Phoka met 
us with its usual harsh climate, cold, windy and foggy. Built-in a massive sandstones of a 
dark yellowish colour, church looked gloomy and shiny at the same time. 
The size of the church is 14.8X13.1 mm, 16,7m tall. 
 
The church is a single naved, elongated to the west-east axis, it has a large apse on the east, 
with one central window and two large niches on the sides. The space of hall is rendered with 
four pairs of pilasters, that project from the walls in double steps to hold lower arches over 
the longitudinal walls and the upper ones for the vault. It has two windows on the south and 
no windows on the west or north. The only entrance is also from the south, which is typical 
for the Georgian churches. The interior has never been plastered and the quality masonry 
creates its powerful and monumental look. 
Facades are left plain, gable roof creates the shape of the rectangular structure. No porches or 
annexes ever existed. Decoration is concentrated at the door and window openings. The huge 
stone of south door tympanum (3.87X1.27m) has a rather unusual distribution of 
ornamentation. It is divided into seven vertical sections, where the centre is curved with the 
massive cross, set into the ornamental background, the most lateral sections are largest and 
are left plain, another pair of sections (more narrow) are cut in floral ornamentations that 
come with the geometric periodicity, and the sections on the sides of the central cross are 
used for the inscriptions (discussed later). 
The two windows on the south facade have been also decorated with the combination of the 
floral and geometric ornamentations, on contrary to the tympanum, that has no frame and 
does not come out the wall surface, the window moldings are projecting from the wall 
surface. This is done in a more elaborated manner on the eastern facade, where the single 
window molding with its curved top has a large stone rectangular frame. 
 
Architecture of Phoka church belongs to the type of hall churches, that were popular during 
the centuries in Georgia. Its proportions, rendering of the inner space and the decoration is 
typical to the regions of Javajketi and Trialeti. But the quality of architecture and its 
decoration distinguishes Phoka from the similar monuments, and the reason stands in its 
history that can be learned from the inscriptions and not only. 
From the Georgian Chronicles, we know that St Nino, to whom is addressed the conversion 
of Kartli into Christianity, on the way to Mtskheta, made a break in the village of Phoka. 
Therefore the affiliation/consecration of the church to St. Nino is logical.  
Inscriptions, on the facades, are of great importance.In three inscriptions curved in 
asmomtavruli we read:  

1. „Jesus Christ, the son and the voice of the divine glorify Ioane Okropiri,  bishop of 
Kartli in both of his lives, amen“; 

2. „Jesus glorify Bagrat Curopalates“; 



3. „In the name of God, I Bavriel was worthy to built this church and I worked as mason 
of Ioane Okropiri, the bishop of Kartli". 

Phoka iinscriptions are important as they give the date of its construction. It mentions the 
King BagratIV Curopalates (1027-1072); it also indicates, that the church was built by the 
initiative of the Bishop Ioane V (1033-1049). We learn also the name of the builder, Bavriel, 
which presumably indicates the place of his origin, the village of Bavra, is relatively close to 
Phoka. Also, the fact, that Phoka is related to St Nino, makes it as much important place, that 
church is bult with the initiatiove ofthe bishop himself.  
These are the reasons, that with its artistic and building qualities, Phoka church stands as an 
outstanding example of medieval Georgian architecture.   
 
 
 
 
 



Irene Giviashvili 

Tao-Klarjeti in the architecture of Tbilisi 

 
We walk down Tbilisi to find at what level Tao-Klarjeti has inspired architects of 2Oth c 
Tbilisi. 
 
Tbilisi State University: coat of arms. It was developed by Dimitri Shevardnadze through 
the consultations with Ivane Javakhishvili served as the basis for creating the university coat 
of arms. Its sketch was approved by the 4th meeting of the Council of Professors of the 
Tbilisi State University on February 5, 1918. The seal bears the ornamentation that is a copy 
of the ornamental spandrel of the Ishkani King Gurgens church tympanum decoration. 
Inhabited scroll represents a symbol of paradise, where all zoomorphic figures, are moving 
towards the grape, as a symbol of life, wealth and knowledge.  
Bringing the symbol from Ishkani to University, itself had largely a symbolic meaning. 
Ishani, once being a strong spiritual and educational center, became a model for the newly 
established center of education- Tbilisi State University.  
 
Wine factory N 1, stand on the junction of Melikishvili and Petriashvili streets. Was built in 
1894-1896 by the architect Aleksander Ozerov.  
This specific building does not show exact and direct connection with the architecture of 
Tao-Klarjeti, but it has its roots in medieval Georgian architecture, in general. Facade of the 
factory is nothing but a church facade, with its triparted gabled roofs, articulated with the 
blind arcade, typical for the Georgian churches since 11th c. even more, its decoration inside 
or outside resembles the motives of medieval church ornamentation, as interlaced crosses, 
rosettes, floral and geometrical ornaments, typical for the medieval churches. This factory is 
one of the earliest buildings in Georgia, where the motives of sacred buildings were 
transferred in civic architecture.  
 
The National Library was planned and built by the architects Anatoly Kalgin and Heinrich 
Hrinevski. The first plan was made in 1912 and the building construction took place 1913-16. 
the facade decoration and stonework was executed by the masons' Neophyte, Vladimer, and 
Lavrenti Agladze. It stands on Gudiashvili street, N 3, which is parallel to Rustaveli avenue.  
Library building is one of the best examples of 20th c secular architecture, where the 
traditional, especially church architectural motives were used to create a modern building. Its 
long arched gallery across the Gudiashvili Street facade resembles the open spaces that 
usually surrounded churches. Twin windows and ornamented trefoil hangings are another 
indication of church architecture. With these and other features, this building is considered as 
one of the turning points in defining the architectural tendencies of Georgia in the early-mid 
20th century.But the most important detail in our case is a large double window facing from 
the „tower“ facade. This double window topped with a massive eyebrow includes a bust of 
King David IV. The structure of the window and its decoration is a copy of one from Oshki, 
the difference is that in Oshki there is the bust of St Simeon the Stylite and here of a King. 
It is worth to mention that Anatoly Kalgin was a member of Takaishvilis field surveys in 
historic North-eastern provinces, where he studies monuments of Tao-Klarjeti. He visited 
Oshki and historic province of Tao in 1917. We can assume, that the window and its 
decoration were done after his visit to the medieval monastic site, which worked as an 
inspiration for him. Another important connection to the medieval architecture of Tao was 
made recently. The entrance floor of the library was covered with the replica of the 11th c 
floor from Ishkani church.  
 



National Museum building standing on Rustaveli avenue N3 has changed its facade in 1929-
1930 by the architect Nikolay Severov. Severov was largely involved in studying the 
medieval architectural monuments, measurements and drawings of many churches were 
made by him. It's no surprise, that when redesigning the facade of the Museum building, 
Severov recalled architectural elements of the churches. He was largely inspired by the 
images of the churches of Tao, especially of Oshki, at that time available from the photos of 
Takaishvili.  
 
 
Academy of Science, built-in 1953-1958, is located on N 52 Rustaveli Avenue. Architects 
were Michel Ckhikvadze and Konstantine Ckheidze. Originally it was constructed as a house 
of miners. Its a typical monumental building of Stalin's epoch, but like other buildings of this 
time, it brings alive some „national“ architectural motives. In this building most striking are 
the two massive columns creating the porch of the building. These columns were inspired by 
the massive columns of Oshki. The refine masonry and the cladding of the facades with the 
evenly cut yelowish sundstone, typical of medieval Georgian church architecture, is another 
resemblans where the tration roots come from. 
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Church of St Peter and Paul 

 

 
City Church 
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BANA CATHEDRAL 
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Bana Cathedral, South Apse of Oshki Church 
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Hypothetical Reconstructions 
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DOLISKANA 
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ISHKHANI CATHEDRAL 
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Kutaisi Cathedral 
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KHAKHULI MONASTERY 
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KHANDZTA MONASTERY 
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KUMURDO CATHEDRAL 
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MANGLISI CATHEDRAL 
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MTSKHETA 
Jvari – Church of the Holy Cross  

 

 
 

 
Reconstruction of Minor Church of Jvari 
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Svetitskhoveli 
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OPIZA MONASTERY 
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OSHKI MONASTERY 
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OTKHTA MONASTERY 
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PAREKHTA MONASTERY 
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PARKHALI MONASTERY 
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