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DIMITRI LETODIANI

QUESTIONS OF THE HISTORY OF ABKHAZIA

Summary

The territory of historical colchis, specificully present-day Abkhazia, in the
1%-2™ centuries, from the river Egristqali-Ghalidzga to Sebastopolis-Tskhumi
(Sukhumi) was settled by the tribe of Apsilae; the area from Sebastopolis-Tskhumi
to the river Akenta-Shahe, to the boundaries of the Jiki, was settled by the Saniges,
while the mountain region of the river Abascus-Psou basin was settled by the
Abascoi-Abkhaz living on the bank of this river and ruled by Rismagi. Whereas
these tribes and other areas of Colchis were independent entities, from the end of
the 4" cent the kingdom of egrisi united the entire western Georgia under its rule.

First the kingdom of Egrisi incorporated the Apshili-Apsili, then it conquered
the land of the Saniges — by force of arm from Sebastopolis-Tskhumi, includi;
Bichvinta. Egrisi carried out this expansion at the end of the 4® century. Unlike
other regions, the Egrisi authorities incorporated directly the. territory of the
Apshilae and the Saniges. The 6* century Egrisian noble Terdetus, who held
the office of strategus in Egrisi, governed the conquered part also of the land
of Apshilae and the Saniges (Procopius). it is not ruled out, that the Saniges,
defeated and oppressed by Egrisi, with the coparticipation of the Abasci/Abasgoi,
together with the Egrisians, retained the status and habitation only from the river
Abascos-Psou to the river Acheunta-Shahe: “From the Acheunta river to the river
Abascos live the Saniges.” (5% cent. anonym). That is to say, from the north-
west of Bichvinta, at 240 stadia along the coast (today’s Gagra district) no longer
belonged to the Saniges by the beginning of the 5* century. This territory, lost by
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the Saniges, must have been developed by the Abasgoi-Abkhazians at leastin tbé/
first half of the 5 century and must have built here on their own the city—f;rtres(’y/
of Gagra (Trachea), which they turned into the admini ive centre of the ¢ ;
calling it Trachea in Greek, owing to its inaccessibility (Procopius). Thus, in the
first half of the 5% century the Abkhaz-Abascoi established themselves on the
seashore, preserving their habitation in the mountain as well.

Proceeding from this, it is natural that the 6® century historian Procopius
considers the Abasgoi a tribe living on the coast and at the Caucasus mointains....
“Opposite it the Caucasus mountain ends. Here many different tribes live,
including the Alans and the Abasgoi, as well as the Zikae and next to them the
Huns” (Procopius). Elsewhere, Procopius sheds more light on the habitation
of the Abasgoi: “Next to the boundaries of the Abasgoi, along the Caucasus
mountains live the Brukae, between the Abasgoi and the Alans, which on the
shore of the Euxine Pontus the Zikae are settled”. Whereas according to the
evidence of the 5% cent. anonym, the Saniges bounded the Zikae from the south-
east, at the river Acheunta-Shahe, in the 6® cent., according to Procopius, the
Abasgoi are considered to be south-eastern neighbours of the Zikae. However,
Procopius writes in the continuation of this evidence: “In old times the Roman
emperor set a king over the Zikae, but now these barbarians do not obey the
Romans in anything. Next to these live the Saniges. The coastal part of their land
from ancient times was held by the Romans. The Romans built two strongholds
on the shore: Sebastopolis and Pitiunt”. The residence of the Saniges to the west
of Bichvinta was known to 7% century Armenian geography too. However, in the
list of the tribes, in place of the Saniges the Svans are mentioned erroneously.
Most importantly, leaving aside the early Middle Ages the first historian of Tamar
— the author of the “Histories and Eulogies” - points out that the Saniges had
preserved their ethnic identity in the neighborhood of the Keshigs (Zikae), and
parallel to them in the 13" century to. It follows that the Saniges continued to
live in their habotation, but their name and habitation are covered by the name of
Abkhaz and Abkhazia, which can be accounted for.

Whereas till the 520s-530s the kingdom of Egrisi was only in formal
dependence on the Byzantine empire, from the 520s — after the state of Egrisi —
the Byzantine government altered its policy towards Egrisi. In the 520s — 530s
Byzantium brought its troops into Egrisi, deploying them in important fortresses.
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Emperor Justinian built, in his name, the city-fortress of Petra (Tsikhis
placing his strategus with troops in it. These representatives grossly ir Ted ),
in the affairs of King Gubaz (Gobazes) II of Egrisi. Apart from this, ignoring
the kingdom of Egrisi, Byzantium began to implement various measures in
Abasgia and the land of the Saniges aimed at gaining direct rule of these regions,
though these ethno-political entities had from old times been subject to the laz
{Procopius).

With a view to implementing his objectives in the north-eastern Black Sea
area (to establish direct rule there), Justinian considered the Abkhaz-Abasgoi a
reliable force and initially took the interests of its population into account. To this
end, he sent the Abkhaz eunuch Euphratas, who had been reared at the royal court
in Constantinople, to Abkhazia. Through the energetic action of Euphratas, and
with the support of the broad Abkhaz circles, the Byzantine authorities carried
out 2 number of measures in Abkhazia (Abasgia) and in the land of the Saniges
(from the river Abasgos-Psou to the river Acheunta-Shahe): the ion of
Abkhaz children and selling them abroad were forbidden, the Christian religion
was spread and strengthened in Abasgia- Abkhazia: Justinian built a church of the
Virgin for them in Gagra-Trachea and instituted divine service. On the instruction
and support of the Emperor, and through the activity of Euphratas local self-
government was abolished in Abasgia and Saniges ostensibly in response to
the desire of the local population “Soon the Abasgoi did away with both Kings
and decided to live free” (Procopius). A united administrative-political entity of
Abazgia and the Saniges (between the rivers Abasgos-Psou and Acheunta-Shahe
was formed under the name of “Abkhazia” (Abasgia), with Euphratas at its head.
These measures were implemented by Byzantine authorities in 535-542. But
following the invitation of Iran’s Shah Chosroes Anushirvan I with his troops
to Bgrisi by Gubaz II, who was discontented with Byzantium, the Byzantine
authorities had to cut short the impl ion of these n in the north-
eastern Black Sea region.

The presence of Iranian troops in Egrisi proved a worse punishment for
the Egrisians. Chosroes Anushirvan planned to have Gubaz assassinated and to
uproot and deport the Egrisians. The king of Egrisi was forced to beg Justinian for
reconciliation and for military assistance. The Emperor granted Gubaz’ request
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with pleasure and sent a sufficient number of troops to Egrisi in 549 agald%/
the Iranians. However, following the arrival of the Iranians in Egrisi (m 54

the Byzantine mistrust and dissatisfaction with Egrisi deepened. Th jon s
obtaining after 542 further convinced the Byzantine government that they should
gain controlover passes of the Caucasus — not only to defend the empire from
incursions of the northern nomad tribes but to establish contacts with the worth
and from there with eastern countries, and to by-pass the transit road running
through Iran. Besides, by conquering Abasgia and the Saniges Byzantium had
resolved to weaken Egrisi and its final subjugation.

The Byzantine authorities, following their return to Western Georgia (in
549), began, with renewed force and in haste, to implement the policy initiated in
the 530s in the north-eastern Black Sea region. In order to establish its direct rule
in the eristavates os Abasgia and the Saniges, they were again joined to form a
single unit, calling the area from Bichvinta to the Zikae, or to the river Acheunta-
Shahe, “Abkhazia”, and the population “Abkhaz”. This is why Procopius notes
so dly the neighbourhood of the “Abkhazians” with the Zikae from the
south-east, when he, as well as his predecessor 5% century anonym, know for sure
that on the Saniges and the Abkhazians are the neighbours of the Zikae at the
river Acheunta-Shahe. After all, what right had an official person (secretary of
Belisarius, Commander of Western Rome) Procopius, when writing his work in

545 and 553 “Polemic”, which ins the cited eved when the B
authorities had fully impl d their in the confederation officially
named “Abkhazia”, not to use these accepted terms.

To iml their i ion the B; ines sent troops to Abazgia. “The

Roman soldiers, sent by the Emperor, were stationed in their country quite
often. They wanted to subject this country to Roman authority, and laid down
new rules for them. Owing to thos violence, the Abasgoi fell into an untenable
condition. Fearing that they would again become slaves of the Romans, they
again set their princes over themselves: for the eastern part Ophsiteus, and for the
western Skeparnas” (Procopius). The Abasgoi rebelled against the Byzantines in
550. The first protest and action that they carried out in their revolt against the
Byzantines was the splitting of the unit called the “Abkhazian principality”’into
two parts: the eastern part or Abkhazia, headed by Ophsiteus, and western or
the Saniges, headed by Skeparnas. It follows that the tribes of the Saniges and
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the Abkhazians were united so forcibly by the Byzantines that, even at such
critical moment when they expected a fairly strong enemy, they fell apart, instead,
of uniting firmly. When the Abasgian prince Ophsites, fallen into despotr; begs’”
aid of the Iranian commander Nabede, while the prince of the Saniges Skeparnas
levaes for Iran at the invitation of Chosroes Anushirvan. Nabede, who was
stationed in Abasgia that had seceded from Byzantium and Lazica, did nothing
but taking hostage 60 children from the families of Abasgian nobles, returned to
Iran (Procopius). Ophsites, left alone, “mustered all Abasgoi and decided to meet
the enemy” (Procopius).

Learning about the obtaining situation, Justinian ordered the newly-
appointed strategus Bessus to send a large contingent of troops to punish the
Abkhazians. Bessus sent choice troops to Abkhazia under the command of
Uligapes and Johannes the son of Jhomas. The Abasgoi, left without an ally, gave
a life and death struggle to the Byzantines. The decisive battle took place at the
administrative centre Gagra-Trachea. Despite the selfless struggle of Abkhaz-
Abasgoi,, they were defeated in the unequal battle. Part of them were put to the
sword, and part taken prisoners. “Ophsites, the prince of the Abasgoi, managed
to escape with a few men to the neighbouring Heusas and to the Caucasian
mountains, and the rest were turned to ashes in the burnt down houses, or fell into
the enemy hands. The Romans took captive the wives of the princes with their
offspring, razed the wall to the ground, turning the entire land to a desert. Thus
ended the cecession of the Abasgoi” (Procopius).

The Byzantines put an end to the 550 rebellion of the Abasgoi by the
destruction of this trible. Of course part of the Abasgoi may have escaped the
Byzantines, but that did not mean survival of the tribe. How could the Abasgoi,
subdued and seared by the Byzantines, live with the Byzantines that had dominated
their land. Perhaps it was because of this that the Byzantines preserved the name
“Abkhaz” and “Abkhazia” first in reference to the north-west of Bichvinta — to
the borders of the Zikae, caﬂmg the people living in this territory “Abkhaz” —
largely the Zan-Sani, B 1 blished its rule here, turning the area
into its province. The Byzantine author of the turn of the 11-12* centuries John
Zonaras writes that, beginning with Emperor Justinian...” not a single ruler was
appointed locally, Roman kings sent archontes and the latter governed [state]
affairs under the dictation of the kings”.
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Emperor Heraclius (620-645), in the early 7* century conquered the area é m
the river Klisura-Kelasuri (according to some authors from the river !fgnsfﬁ lis
Ghalidzga) to the north-western Zikae, and called it “Abkhazia!” ... In the time
of Stepanoz Bagrationi Heraclius the ceasar conquered the area beyond the Egrisi
river, the Greeks posted their eristavi at Anakopia and called him eristavi of the
Abkhazians” (Prince Vakhushti). Georgian sources call the north-west of the river
Klisura-K elasuri Greece (Byzantium) as well, for this region was considered their
possession, and their rulers Ceasar’s eristavi”, “Eristavi of the Greeks”.

Let me repeat, the Byzantines first (from the 550s) called the habitation of
the Zan-Saniges “Abkhazia” and the population “Abkhaz”. From the 770s, the
Byzantine authorities, having united Egrisi and Abkhazia under the “archon of
Abkhazi”, called the entire Western Georgia, the absolute majority of which was
formed of Georgians, “Abkhaziz” and the population “Abkhazian”. From the 10%-
11" centuries “Abkhazian” became identical to the Georgian, and “Abkhazia” of
Georgia, and these names were used in parallel for a short period of time. In
foreign writings, owing to definite reasons, “Abkhaz” remained as the name of

a Georgian for a fairly long time, while “Abkhazia” as a term denoting Georgia.
Thus, “Abkhaz” and “Abkhazia”, from the 550s, ,were largely used as terms
denoting Georgian and their habitation. Hence, whereas, owing to the paucity
of sources up to the 550s, it is hard to say positively to which ethnic group the
people bearing the name of Abkhaz-Abasgoi belonged: the Abkhaz-Adigean or
Kartvelian, from the 550s, more precisely from the early 7* century down to the
late Middle Ages (17" cent.), “Abkhaz” denoted largely the Kartvelian ethnos-
mainly the Zan-Saniges, while the name “Abkhazia” was first given to the land
settled by then by the Byzantines: “Having conquered it by the Greeks, they called
it “Abasa” and the Georgians gave it the name Abkhazia” (Prince Vakhushti).

Proceeding from the foregoing, the Georgian society of the early and
developed Middle Ages and Georgian literature conformably to its mentality,
that began to use the names “Abkhaz” and “Abkhaziz” intensively from the 8%
century, the spread of these names throught Georgia and their being prestigious
were perceived as an ordinary phenomenon, as “Abkhaz” and “Abkhazia” were
taken to be terms of Georgian content, as original names of the Kartvelian tribe
the Zan-Saniges and their habitation.
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Today’s Abkhaz-Apsua, who settled in Abkhazia with their fellowrmen%/
mainly in the late Middle Ages (17%-18" c.), with their origin, language: fa‘ <
spiritual and every-day life culture, socio-economic system, and méntahty :
were Caucasians rather than aborigenes. Of course, they cannot be considered

as direct successors to be the Abkhaz-Abasgoi of the developed Middle Ages.
The Abkhaz-Apsua, as a new ethnos, took shape in the 17%-20" c., as a result of
mixing and fusion with local Kartvelian and peoples of Apsua-Abaza-Adygha
stock come from the north-western Caucasus.
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