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SHATBERDI MONASTERY

Materials, Identification, Prospects of Studies

The present work comprises the materials on Shatberdi the Blessed
Virgin Monastery and deals with the issues of its identification
and the prospects of studies.

The first version of the work was published in ’Historical Articles’ V,
2004 - collected scientific articles of Chair of History at llia
Chavchavadze Thilisi State University of Languages and Culture.

Shatberdi Monastery (known as a great lavra) - built in the 9th
century by Grigol of Khandzta with assistance of Bagrat |
Kuropalates, once one of the most prominent religious and
educational centres with such outstanding scholars and scientists as
loanne-Zosime, Mikhail Modrekili and Giorgi Mtatsmindeli living
and working - is located on the south-west of Artanuji (at present
within the Republic of Turkey). The oldest of all the extant
manuscripts of “Convert of Kartli”, Gospels of Adishi, Jruchi,
Parkhali were copied (Shatberdi Collection) in Shatberdi; the
manuscripts are kept at the Museum of Georgian Antiquity and
Virtu.

From the 11th century in general and from the 16th in particular the
religious and cultural centres in Tao-Klarjeti and Kola-Artaani fell
into decay, for they (Tao-Klarjeti and Kola-Artaani) were seized by
the Ottoman Turkish Empire.

During the Arab dominance in central Kartli the cultural and political
center of Georgia was shifted closer to Byzantium, to Klarjeti.
Because of the special standing in the history of Georgia the
monasteries built or renovated by Grigol of Khadzti and his disciples
in the VII1-1X centuries, in particular 12 cloisters of Klarjeti - out of
which Shatberdi Monastery deserves a special mention - are known
as “Georgian Synai”.
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However, from the 19" century exploration of old and almost
forgotten Georgian Christian architectural monuments started afresh,
for the regions of Arvin, Artaani and Karsi (ex-territories of Tao-
Klarjeti and Kola-Artaani) as well as the rest of Georgia became a
part of Russian Empire. Expeditions were taken into these historic
parts of Georgia under the auspices of Russian Academy of Sciences
and Archeological Society. The members of the expeditions were:
Countess Pr. Uvarova, Academician D. Bakradze, A. Pavlonov, N.
Marr, E. Takaishvili, Colonel G. Kazbegi and many others. Later the
materials of the expeditions made getting on the tracks of famous
churches and monasteries possible however, Shatberdi still remained
unidentified.

History of the problem of Shatberdi location:

After his expedition of 1879, Georgian archeologist and historian,
member of Petersburg Academy of Sciences Dimitri Bakradze
(1826-1890) put forward the following idea: ‘We could suppose
Lodis-kana (Doliskana) is the same Shatberdi. However, after
travelling in the region | got convinced that the name has been

lost”.”?

It is common knowledge nowadays that Doliskana is one of the
Klarjeti monasteries built later in the 10" century.

Another supposition was put forward by eminent Georgian historian
Tedo Zhordania (1854-1916). “.....Iskhani was a neighboring
monastery to Parkhali and... most probably of Shatberd -
Khandzoeti as well... The fact that Monk Ioanne endowed Parkhali
with a manuscript written in Shatberdi suggests Shatberdi was not far
from Parkhali”"®

7 . bdoJdadg, gobyddo, Lododmggenmls obGm@os
(2563503 gdgo... ©. dsd@sdols dogm), GRoeobo, 1885, ag. 130.
. Jo@sbos, Jamboggdo, @. 1, @gowmobo, 1892, ag. 98.
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In 1890 Tedo Zhordania met Grigol Gurieli, the man with a thorough
knowledge of Meskheti region, who informed him that the village of
Shakhbedi was located on a hill in the Chorokhi gorge...”"

Thus, according to T. Zhordania Shatberdi must be located between
Artanuji and Parkhali.

In 1904 prominent orientalist, Academician at Petersburg’s Academy
of Sciences, Niko Marr (1865-1934) organized an expedition to
explore Tao-Klarjeti. Niko Marr identified the ruins of a monastery
complex in Kvemo Porta (Y. Porta) with Shatberdi: “Here (in Y.
Porta) my first impression was - | was in the old cloister of
Shatberdi... Despite its later facing I felt | was in the old cloister —
Shatberdi... the reality of the past of this remote corner seemed so
close that | would not have been surprised to see Grigol of Khandzta,
who would have answered the question which had brought me here:
where is Shatberdi? ... The terrain is not plane in Shatberdi (from
now on | will call Kvemo Porta this way). Each of the constructions

and even gardens would need a terrace”.”

Equtime Takaishvili, (1863-1953) the Academician at Georgian
Academy of Sciences, explored Tao-Klarjeti and Kola-Artaani on
three occasions and shared Niko Marr’s point of view — he
considered Kvemo Porta Monastery to be Shatberdi.”

However, it has already been corroborated that the Monastery in
Kvemo Porta is Khandzta.

In 1845 at Jerusalem Patriarchate library N. Chubinashvili found a
manuscript dating back to the 12" century, a piece of Georgian
Hagiography “The Life of Grigol of Khandzta” written by Giorgi
Merchuli in 951. In 1902 Nicko Marr gave a detailed description of

“ . JOOEsbos, JOmboggdo, . 1, dxogobo, 1892, ag. 97.

5 H. Mapp. Jlaesnuk noesaxu B llapmuro u Knapmxuio. MAK. Bbim.
VI, C.Iler. 1911, y3.139

76 9 moygs0dgogro, 9902M5b@ 90 bsdBHmdgdo, 6.1
»Bodbgandsbm Lsdo®mggenm”, 39360909857, md., 1991, g3. 220.
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the manuscript and published its scientific version,”” which still
remains primary and the most trustworthy source of solution to the
problem of Shatberdi identification. The work highlights three
episodes pointing to the location of Shatberdi monastery.

I. The route taken by Grigol of Khandzta and the families of the
Principals to visit the cloisters: “...He (Grigol of Khandzta) led and
guided the nobles (Bagrat | and his brothers) and brought them to
Shatberdi first ... Upon leaving Shatberdi the nobles ... arrived at
Jmerki and Berta and Daba... Opiza... and pursued the course to
Khnadzta... visited Midznadzora, Tskarostavi, Baretelta. ..

Il. The location of Shatberdi in relation to the other monasteries:
“Shatberdi is a bit farther from all the other eleven cloisters...” Thus,
it stands aloof from the others.

I11. Arable land and pastures near Shatberdi (Khandzta) “...Ashot
Kuropalates endowed Shatberdi with Arabic land and pastures”

In 1954, having scrutinized the writing, outstanding Georgian
philologist and scholar Pavle Ingorokva (1893- 1976) put forward a
hypothesis in his work “Giorgi Merchuli” maintaining that Shatberdi
Monastery was located on the west of Artanuji, nearby Shagora.™

Unfortunately, the honored patriot was devoid of an opportunity to
examine the hypothesis more closely as from the 20s of the 20"
century ex-Tao-Klarjeti was a part of Turkey while the rest of
Georgia was a Soviet Republic. The fact prevented Georgian
scholars and scientists from exploring this ancient part of Georgia.

From the 50s of the 20" century Western scientists - Wakhtang
Djobadze, French explorers Drs. J. and M. Tayers, Austrian scientist
Dr. Bruno Baumgartner and others were given exclusive right to
explore Georgian historic heritage on the territory of Tao-Klarjeti

77 P. Peeters, Hostories monastiques georgiennes, AB, XXXVI-
XXXVII, 1923.
78 3. 0bam®mygs, yomdao dgdhyamyg, md., 1954, ag3. 316-318
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and Kola-Artaani. Dr. Wakhtang Djobadze expressed strong interest
in Shatberdi monastery: “Exploring the gorges of Artanuji and
Imerkhevi | have not yet discovered any trace of ruins of a monastery
which could be identified with Shatberdi. Thus, the only monastery
corresponding to the mentioned route (the journey of Grigol of
Khandzta and Principals to Klarjeti cloisters) is apparently the place
known as Eni-Rabath today... the argument against identification of
Shatberdi with Eni-Rabath is its plan and structure according to
which it (Eni-Rabath) was built in the middle of the 11™
century...All the Monasteries built by Grigol of Khandzta were
reconstructed later; Eni-Rabath must have been no exception ...”"

Since the 90s of the 20" century when Georgia won independence
from the USSR and adopted amicable relations with Turkey a new
generation of Georgian scientists and scholars launched energetic
exploration of Artvin, Ardahan, Kars, Erzerum, historic Tao-Klarjeti
and Kola-Artaani. Scientific expeditions were mounted and
informative as well as scientific literature was published on the
architectural monuments of Georgian origin.

Doctor of Arts David Khoshtaria shared the same opinion about
Shatberdi location in Eni-Rabath. He wrote: “Eni-Rabath fully
corresponds to the data given in “The life of Grigol of Khandzta”; if
we assume that Shatberdi was situated here we would think that the
Kings moving from Artanuji travelled 10km. upwards in the
Artanujistskali gorge, visited the monastery, then went back and
pursued to Imerkhevi. Eni-Rabath church is situated in the
spectacular gorge... with Arabic lands and pastures... Thus, we could
assume that Shatberdi was located on the spot of Eni-Rabath... In
any case, there are no other ruins of a monastery nearby Artanuji
(and in Klarjeti in general) that could be considered as the “great
lavra”. Shatberdi was a large cloister with a solid church, a refectory,
a scriptorium, cells and other edifices, all of which could not have
vanished without leaving any trace. Provided Eni-Rabath is not
Shatberdi there must be at least some remains of the solid monastery,

% W. Djobadze, Early Medieval Georgian Monasteries in Historic Tao,
Klarjeti and Savseti, Stuttgart,1992.
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however, no explorers or scholars of the 19""-20" centuries have ever
mentioned them.

The identity of Shatberdi monastery and Eni-Rabath does not only
oppose the well-founded view of Pavle Ingorokva and T. Zhordania
but also does not correspond to the route taken by Grigol of
Khandzta and Bagrat’s family as the route in this case seems to be
quite irrational. Going back and forth along the same road does not
seem reasonable or sensible. In any case it does not “exactly”
coincide with the facts.

Above all on August 19, 2004 we discovered a large cloister with a
massive church, cells and other edifices on the west of Artanuji. In
the summer of 2004, with financial support of “Kartu Group” and
“Gia Kavtaradze and Partners”, Victoria Shtorm (the Ukraine) and
Temur Khutsishvili first and in October 2004 Kakha Shengelia,
Shalva Machavariani, Mariam Tsibadze with other employees of the
Caucasus School of Business (Caucasus University) discovered,
measured and took photos of a big monastic building on the west of
Artanuji in the deep gorge between the villages of Agara (Agillar)
and Boselta (Okumuslar).

Turkish explorers were aware of the existence of church ruins.
According to Osman Aytekin: “We don’t have any information about
Okumushlari (Boselta) village church. Presumably it is a medieval

church built during the Bagrationis’ reign”.%

In 1995, Turkish scientist, Dr. Mine Kadiroglu described the ruins of
the monastery at Sarbet, nearby Boselta fortress, modern Okumuslar:
“there is a refectory and a church; however, none of the other parts
can be identified, for they are so much ruined. On the north-west of
the monastery there is a fortress of Boselt-Kale (Boselta)”. Further,

80 o bmdHedos, Fo@dghwols (gho-Godomol)  ggmglos ©s
ot gmols s Jodgddymols dbs@gdge-olbBmaogao
30 9dgdo, Lopm@mam olig@@saos. mdogoobo, 2004, ag. 66.

81 Aytekin, Osman “Ortagag ‘dan Osmanli dénemi sonuna kadar Artvin
“deki mimari eserler”, Ankara, Kiiltiir Bakanligi, 1999. p. 281.
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Dr. Kadiroglu draws the following conclusion — ‘supposedly,
Sharbeti dates back to the period described by Giorgi Merchuli.
Opiza, Tskarostavi and the church on the north to Parekhi have a lot
in common with Sharbeti. Basing on the above we could suppose
that Sharbeti was built in the first half of the 9th century... We dare
identify Sharbeti with Shatberdi.

Unfortunately, in 1995 Georgian and Turkish explorers and scientists
were unable to exchange information, which was why the authors of
the present work were not familiar with the work of Dr. Kadiroglu
and arrived at the same conclusion on their own.

Another Turkish scientist F. Bairam considers the monastery nearby
Okumushlar to be Shatberdi.

We also believe that namely the ruins near Agara are Shatberdi. We
base our assumption on the following arguments:

Provided Shatberdi is near Agara the route taken by Grigol
Khandzteli and the members of the Royal family becomes pretty
rational. They would not have had to travel back and forth as Jmerki
is the nearest cloister from here.

The map clearly shows Shatberdi stands really a bit farther from all
the other monasteries; In this case the second episode from ”The life
of Grigol of Khandzta” seems to be true.

Even at present, nearby the ruins of the monastery between the
villages of Agara and Vaziskhevi one kilometer of irrigated,
flourishing arable land is stretched. Furthermore, the village of
Boselta (Cattle-shed) (Okumuslar) is close to the ruins, which
suggest existence of cattle-sheds nearby. These data are in accord
with the third episode given above.

Thus, if we assume that Shatberdi Monastery is located nearby

Boselta the fact will be in compliance with the text of "The life of
Grigol of Khandzta”.
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We discovered and measured roughly a solid monastery complex
near Agara. (Still survived)

a) a large, cruciform monastery with the size 26.4x 17.6.m.; The
height of the alter apses is 6-7 m;

b) the refectory (scriptorium) 23.2 x 18 m.

c) the cell 4 x 6 m; (two walls have survived);

d) remains of the cell (only a corner of 4 m. in height);
e) a place made even, size 30 x30 m.

Having studied the approximate measures and photos of the building
Doctor of Arts Dimitri Tumanishvili believes the monastery was
built in the IX-X centuries. According to his manuscript, which is not
yet published: the wall structure and facing “... suggest they must
have been built in the X century... according to Giorgi Merchuli the
monastery was reconstructed and renovated in the early X century”.

The fact that the name Boselta, Okumuslar in modern Turkish,
means “’the dwelling place of educated people” can be considered an
echo of historical memory (this view was put forward by
Academician Mariam Lortkipanisdze in one of informal
conversations with Mr. Temur Khutsishvili).

At present local people call the gorge, where the ruins of the
monastery are located, "SHARBET” (“Sarbet”); the similarity with
”Shatberd” might be accidental but still worth mentioning.

A consideration by lvane Djavakhishvili deserves a special mention:

”Agara is also a Geographical name” which was very important, as it
is likely that ”Agara” was also linked with the village. *The Life of
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Grigol of Khandzta’ tells that Ashot Kuropalates ”...endowed
Khandzta with Shatberdi territory as a resort (Agaraki)®

The toponym “Shatberdi” is a compound word consisting of two
parts “Shat” and “Berd”. “Berdi” *b[h]erg[h] - in Endo-European
(for instance, old German burg, Armenian burgn) as well as in
certain Oriental non-Endo-European languages (for example
Urartuan -burgana, Syrian - biirga) means “fortress”.8

These linguistic data might suggest that the remains of the monastery
are to be found near the FORTRESS.

The above arguments enable us to identify Shatberdi with the
nameless ruins of the monastery nearby Agara.

Academician D. Muskhelishvili and Doctor D. Berdzenishvili share
our opinion. They believe ‘the data given in “the Life of Grigol of
Khandzta” correspond to the authors’ view. (This is an extract from
not yet published report by D. Berdzenishvili, written in 2006).

The same idea was put forward in his thesis by Dr. Kakha Shengelia
in 2005 (‘The History of Exploration of Tao-Klarjeti’ — supervisor
Academician R. Metreveli, opponents: academician Z. Aleksidze and
Professor G. Lortkipanidze). The idea was accepted by all the
members of the Board at Thilisi State University.

Austrian scientist Dr. Bruno Baumgartner, an outstanding explorer of
Tao-Klarjeti region, adheres to our opinion. He officially approved
our view at the scientific conference of the Caucasus School of
Business in Likani, in 2005.

82

03 xogobodgogo, Joomggano 9o0ls oM@ os,
0bbygagdsbo 00m®dgd Gmdswe, @mdo II, mbdognobo, 1983, ag3. 15.

8 T, lamxpenunze, B. MWBanoB, WuaoeBponeHckuil s3bIK U
uHpoeBponennsl, 1. |, 1984, ctp. 744 — 745.
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The monastery is dilapidated and ruins are scattered round the
territory of the principal monastery. Revetment is completely lost,
while the scriptorium is in a better state.

At present, when Georgia and Turkey have friendly relations and the
interest of the general community towards Tao-Klarjeti has
significantly increased organization of international scientific
expedition in the region has become feasible. The expedition will
measure and excavate the territory.

Due to its special significance Shatberdi may draw interest of the
corresponding international organizations.

Close studies of Shatberdi Monastery may as well lead to other more
important discoveries.
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FRONT COVER:
Apse of the alter of Blessed Virgin Monastery; southern porch;
on the hill - Fortress of Boselta

BACK COVER:
The southern porch of Shatberdi Blessed Virgin Monastery.
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