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Giorgi Tcheishvili
The Diocese of Valashkerti

The bishop of Valashkerti (Arm. Vagharshakert) has been mentioned a
few times in Georgian and Armenian written sources. Information regarding
his diocese is quite scarce. The geography of this area is the basic starting
point for the reconstruction of various stages in the history of the diocese.

According to “The List of the Hierarchs and Shepherds of Samtskhe-
Saatabago”, a document that was composed at the beginning of the 16%
century, the Diocese of Valashkerti consisted of the lands of Basiani and
Bagrevand. The dioceses of Bana and Ishkhani bordered it to the northwest
and west, with them being separated by the Kargapazar Mountains, whereas
the diocese of Kari was located to the northeast, with the Imets-Soghanlugh
and the Agridagh Ranges lying on the border.

There is a variety of opinions in scientific literature regarding the
location of the diocesan center. Some scholars consider it to be in Kaghzevan,
identifying it with Changali Church. Making such a parallel is opposed by
the fact that the community of Kaghzevan was a part of the Diocese of Kars,
according to the List of the Hierarchs of Samtskhe-Saatabago. It is less believable
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for the episcopal cathedral to have been located outside the borders of the
diocese — with the exception of Samtavro, such a practice is unknown in the
ecclesiastical geography of Georgia.

The second group of scholars has placed it at the site of the well-known
town Valashkert/Alashkert in Armenia, connecting its founding to the
active period of David Curopalate (second half of the 10" cent.). But some
chronological inconsistencies are encountered when accepting this view, as
this region only became associated with the Georgian world during the 1230’s,
according to sources.

N. Adontz, followed by E. Takaishvili and K. Yuzbashian, pointed out
reasonably that Valarshavan (later Hassankale) in the Basiani District would
have been a probable see for a Georgian bishop of Valashkerti. The identifica-
tion is acceptable, for there is evidence that Valarshavan was pronounced as
Valashkert/Valarshakert by Georgians and Chalcedonian Armenians. Further-
more, according to some Armenian authors, Nerse I1I (641-661), the Armenian
Catholicos, had built a church dedicated to the Most-Holy Mother of Godin
Valashkert-Valarshavan. It is possible for this church to have become the cen-
ter of the Georgian diocese. Georgians held the name of pro-Chalcedonian
Catholicos Nerse in high esteem, usually breathing new life into the churches
that he had erected. It is apparent from Byzantine Notitiae episcopatuum that
a Diophysite cathedral had truly existed in Valashkerti-Valarshavan (= Greek
Phasianes).

Placing the episcopal center in Basiani is supported by the chronology
and location of the founding of the Diocese of Valashkerti. It is known that
the Bagrationi Dynasty in Georgia had gained control of northern Basiani at
the beginning of the 10* century. Its inclusion took place through the assent
of the Byzantine Emperor. It is possible that the ecclesiastical incorporation
was decided upon through talks with the Greek Church as well. There is a
hypothesis that it had originally been under the jurisdiction of the bishop
of Bana. Basiani was almost laid to waste and ruin as a result of the wars
between Byzantium and the Arab Caliphate, which, more or less, created a
fertile ground for a fresh incursion of the Georgian element and a national
reintegration of this region. The reinforcement of Georgian ecclesiastical and
cultural traditions was met with stiff resistance by the Monophysite Armenian
Church. The founding of an independent diocese was crucial for the success
of missionary labours in Basiani. During the 60-70’s of the 10" century the
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bishopric of Valashkerti was created in Basiani through the initiative of David
III Curopalates, “a mighty and pious king” and “a source of Orthodoxy”.
Zacharia the Iberian, a representative of the Dapanchuli family from Tao and
David’s protégé, is the first known Georgian hierarch of Valashkerti. Names of
other bishops have not been found yet. The deeds of Zacharia of Valashkerti
are well-apparent through the national and religious drive dominant in the
diocese. He actively participated in the peace talks between Byzantium and
Georgia in 1021-1022. The fact that Zacharia of Valashkerti met with Emperor
Basil 1I, then encamped at the Karin-Basiani border (Aristakes Lastivertsi),
must signify that his see was located close to the border.

The Byzantines seized Basiani, as well as other dominions under David
Curopalates, in 1001, with the Georgian parish there being annulled after
about twenty years and the local Diophysite communities being placed
under the jurisdiction of Constantinople. The ecclesiastical landscape was
also altered. If only one episcopal center was extant in Basiani, being under
the jurisdiction of Mtskheta in the Georgian state, at least three cathedrals
were in existence under the domination of the Greek Church in the Byzantine
Empire: Phasianes, Andakos, and Ordoru, which were under the control of
the Metropolitanates of Trebizond and Theodosioupolis.

The Kingdom of Georgia regained control of Basiani at the turn of the
12" century, restoring it to the jurisdiction of the Georgian Church. Bagrevand
(Valashkert) was incorporated into it during the 1230’s. Both lands were
consolidated in the Diocese of Valashkerti. It becomes apparent when studying
the political landscape that the Diocese of Valashkerti existed in the Georgian
kingdom during the 1230-1270’s within the borders as portrayed in the List
of the Hierarchs of Samtskhe-Saatabago. The senior holdings of the Church in
Basiani and Bagrevand differed from those of the secular principalities. All
the land extant in the Diocese of Valashkert was distributed between the two
greatest feudal families in Georgia: The House of Jakeli, princes of Samtskhe,
controlled Basiani, whereas the House of Mkhargrdzeli had dominion over
Bagrevand.

According to some monuments of Georgian law, the hierarch of
Valashkerti had the 25" place of honour among the 35 hierarchs in the
ecclesiastical organization of Likht-Ameri (i.e. East and South Georgia), in the
following order: the bishop of Nikozi, the bishop of Valashkerti, the bishop of
Bolnisi, and so on. He was ninth in line out of the 13 hierarchs of Meskheti —
after the bishop of Erusheti and before the bishop of Ani.
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The Georgian state lost southern Basiani and Bagrevand-Valashkert in
the 1370’s, never to regain control of them again. Despite the changes in the
political geography, the ecclesiastical jurisdictions remained unchanged. It is
known from Georgian documents that Basiani and Bagrevand were under the
jurisdiction of Catholicos Patriarch of Georgia during the 16™ century as well.
A trace of a Georgian population in this region is perceptible until the turn of
the 16" century.

It is remarkable that the Diocese of Valashkerti had not been mentioned
in Prince Vakhushti’s work the Description of the Kingdom of Georgia. This is
even more interesting since he considers Basiani to be a Georgian region. It
seems that this diocese had already been dissolved for quite a while before the
creation of the Description.

The dissolution of the Diocese of Valashkerti is associated with the
establishment of Ottoman dominance in the western portion of Samtskhe-
Saatabago (the middle of the 16™ c.). It is possible that it might have been
dissolved earlier than the other former dioceses in Samtskhe-Saatabago. This
possibly might have been due to political and demographic changes: the
Iranian-Turkish Wars, migrations caused by the heavy yoke of Qezelbash and
Ottoman domination, and the gradual deterioration or resettlement of the
Georgian ethnos.

The diocesan center of Basiani was temporarily transferred over to Arz-
rumi, completely devoid of any Georgian inhabitants.
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