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Korneli Kekelidze Georgian National Centre of Manuscripts

HISTORY OF THE “KINGDOM OF ABKHAZIA”

On the edge of the 8%-9" centuries the process of formation of new king-
doms-principalities is underway in the territory of Georgia. One of the most important
was the “Kingdom of Abkhazia”. This state in the historical sources is referred to as
“Abkhaz” or “Egrisi” kingdom, because the founder of the royal dynasty — Leon II,
was an “Eristavi” (duke)' of Abkhazia, and the territory of the state itself included
the land of historical Egrisi. Therefore, some researchers call this kingdom the “King-
dom of Egris-Abkhazia”, while others refer to it as the kingdom of “Abkhazia” or
“Likhsiketi”. Tt is important that the name of this kingdom meant Western Georgia.

' Georgian “gMobmaga” (eristavi) literally means “the head of people”.

2 “Likhsiketi” means — located beyond mountain range of Likhi.
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The factors determining the formation of this kingdom are noteworthy. Back in
the 6th century, long wars between Persia (Iran) and Byzantium were taking place
on the territory of Egrisi. The kingdom of Egrisi, which became the battleground of
the two biggest empires of the time, naturally enfeebled. Arab attacks of the later
times had a tragic effect on the situation in Egrisi. During the Arab invasions Ab-
khazia was separated from Egrisi and it was directly subordinated to the Byzantine
Empire. From that time on Abkhaz nobles become vassals of the Byzantine emperor.
In the 7th-8th centuries, alongside with weakening of the Egrisi, the principality of
Abkhazia gradually strengthened. Abkhazia itself — known as Abazgia in the Greek
sources — includes the tribes of Abazgs, Apshils, Sanigs, Misimians... In the period in
question, it is this combination of tribes that Georgian sources call the Abkhazians,
respectively — they call the chief of Abazgia the duke of the Abkhazians.

In the first half of the 6™ century, after Iran abolished the king’s authority in
Kartli, the local nobility gradually became stronger. In the same 6" century they
succeeded to put the “Erismtavari”' (duke of dukes) at the head of the principality.
In the Georgian historical writings of the 6%-9" centuries the term “Chief of People”
(960bdmogotn) refers to the head of the feudal state of Kartli. Here the question
arises, who was traditionally the head of the nobility in the Kartli kingdom? It was
the king. Therefore, in Kartli, in parallel with the rule of the Iranian Marzapan, the
Head of the “Eristavis” is elected — the same king, who was called the “Erism-
tavari”. Therefore, it can be said that with the establishment of the “Erismtavari”
institution and the election of the first “Erismtavari”, a king was actually elected in
the Kingdom of Kartli.

Although in general the interests of Persia and Byzantium contradicted each other
in Georgia, in the main issue — whether there should be a Georgian state in this
territory with the authority of the king at the head — their interests coincided. None
of them wanted a Georgian king and an independent Georgian state. Considering
all this, the election of the “Erismtavari” of Kartli is a very important fact, which
indicates the great efforts of Georgians in their struggle for statehood. However, it
should be noted that the authority of the “Erismtavari” still differed from the un-
limited authority of the earlier king of Kartli. The establishment of the Abkhazian
kingdom is a successful example of the joint struggle of the Abkhazian and Kartli
“Eristavs” for Georgian statehood.

Georgian ,,9M0bdmsgomo™ (erismtavari) literally means “the chief of people”, among two ranks
»gMobosgo® (head of people) and ,,gM0bdmsgoma™ (chief of people) the later is higher, as it
means “the chief of the heads of people”, “duke of dukes”. From this point in the translation will be

used English transcriptions of the Georgian terms.

46



In the 2" half of the 8" century, when the Arabs established an Emir in
Thilisi and significantly narrowed the power of the nobles of Kartli, new Georgian
principalities were created in the peripheries, where the influence of the Arabs was
less. Among them was the Kingdom of Abkhazia; Egrisi-Abkhazia was probably
united by agreement with the “Eristavis” (Archil and Mir) who moved to Western
Georgia. “Eristavi” Archil married his deceased brother Mir’s daughter Gurandukht
to Leon I, the “Eristavi” of Abkhazia. In fact, Leon became a vassal of the “Erism-
tavari” of Kartli and received Egrisi through such a dynastic marriage. Archil gave
him the crown sent to Mir from the Byzantine emperor, which actually meant the
unification of Egrisi and Abkhazia.

At this stage, the Byzantine Empire did not oppose to the unification of Egrisi
and Abkhazia. On the contrary, it seems the Empire supported this process due to the
following reasons: firstly, the strengthened Abkhaz principality was an important force
against the Arabs, and secondly, Byzantium perceived Egrisi-Abkhazia unification as
an expansion of its sphere of influence. Despite this, later Leon I’s nephew, Leon
II, took advantage of the weakening of the Byzantine Empire, with the help of the
Khazars, he surrendered to the empire, united all of Western Georgia up to the Likh
ridge and received the title of “King of Abkhazia” (Leon II was called “King of
Abkhazia” because the dynasty was from Abkhazia). It is true that it is not known
exactly which dynasty the Abkhazian kings were, but it can be said unequivocally
that their state policy is entirely Georgian.

Kutaisi, the most important center of ancient Georgian statehood and culture, be-
came the capital of the Abkhaz Kingdom. The state language of the Abkhaz Kingdom
was Georgian. The Abkhazian kings struggled for the independence of the Church
of Western Georgia from the Byzantine Empire, and here too the Greek language
was gradually replaced by Georgian. After losing its political influence on Western
Georgia, the Byzantine Empire found its foothold in the Greek bishoprics of West-
ern Georgia. That’s why the Abkhazian kings were actively canceling the Byzantine
cathedrals and Georgian episcopal ones were created instead. In these new episcopal
churches, services were already performed in the Georgian language. In the 9" century
the Church of Western Georgia was finally subordinated to the seat of Mtskheta.

Georgian feudal culture reached a high level of development in the Kingdom of
Abkhazia. This is confirmed by the unique monuments of Georgian architecture of
that time. New Georgian episcopal cathedrals became centers of Georgian culture;
Ioane Minchkhi and Stephane Sananoisdze-Tchkondideli worked in the Kingdom of
Abkhazia, exceptional monuments of Georgian hagiography and hymnography were
created here; “Divan of the Abkhazian kings” (The Chronicles of Abkhazian Kings)
was written on the court of the Abkhazian kings. There are many epigraphic Georgian
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inscriptions of that time. The Church of Western Georgia gained significant influence
in the region. In the 10" century King George II of Abkhazia actively participated
in the process of spreading Christianity in the North Caucasus.

The state, religious-cultural policy of the Abkhaz Kingdom, its state system,
foreign and domestic policy of the Abkhazian kings is of vital importance. In spite
of many attempts of Byzantium to make a disturbance within the kingdom, confron-
tation between claimants of the throne, confrontation of other Georgian kingdoms
and principalities with the Abkhazian kingdom, the Abkhazian kingdom still did not
give up its positions. The political group working here at that time also played an
active role in the formation of a unified Georgian state. Since the beginning of the
9" century, the Kingdom of Abkhazia has been an active participant in the ongoing
struggle between Georgian kingdom-principalities, the goal of which was to unify
Georgian countries into one national state. The foundation was laid for the creation
of a unified Georgian feudal state, and its first king was Bagrat Bagrationi, the legal
heir of the Abkhazian kingdom. In the titulary of the kings of the united Georgia,
the title of “King of Abkhazia” is on the first place, because Bagrat Bagration, the
first king of united Georgia, received the title of “King of Abkhazia” first.

During the period of the Abkhazian kingdom, the meaning of the terms “Ab-
khaz” and “Abkhazia” expanded. Now the term “Abkhaz” meant Western Georgian,
and “Abkhazia” meant the whole Western Georgia. Abkhazian kingdom was a West-
ern-Georgian state. After the unification of the Georgian principalities, due to the
primacy of the title of “King of Abkhazia” in the titulary of kings, the kings of
united Georgia were often called “Kings of Abkhazia”, and united Georgia — “King-

dom of Abkhazia”.
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