ABKHAZIA IN THE PRE-OTTOMAN ERA

by Roin Agrba

The following is a translation of the opening chapter of Roin Agrba's ‘Abkhazia and
the Sublime Porte: Essays on the History of Abkhaz-Turkish Relations, 15th—18th
Centuries’ (ed. Viacheslav Chirikba, Sukhum: Academia, 2025), pp. 13—40. The book
examines the history of Abkhazia in the late medieval period, tracing how the fall of
Constantinople and the establishment of Ottoman control over the Black Sea
transformed the region’s political and commercial life, and how these shifts bore upon
the Abkhazian Principality and its relations with the Ottoman Empire. In this
introductory chapter, the author surveys the Ottoman documentary and narrative
sources, and the historians, geographers and travellers who produced them, that
underpin the study of Abkhazia's past.

At the close of the twelfth century, the territory of present-day Abkhazia formed part of the
Abkhazian Kingdom, divided into three distinct administrative units. The southern portion of
Abkhazia — roughly corresponding to parts of the Ochamchira and Gal districts — belonged
to the Eristavi of Bedia. The northern part of the present-day Ochamchira district, together
with the territories of the Gulrypsh and Sukhum districts, constituted the Voivodeship of
Tskhum. Further to the north-west, stretching as far as Nikopsia, lay the Eristavi of Abkhazia
proper.[1] Under Queen Tamar (1184-1213), however, the existing system of
administrative-territorial divisions appears to have been reorganised. The author of the
History and Eulogy of the Monarchs attests that in the early twelfth century the following
administrative-territorial units existed: Svaneti, Racha, Takveri, Tskhum, Argveti, and
Odishi.[2] Z.V. Anchabadze writes that the merger of the Eristavates of Tskhum and
Abkhazia into a single administrative unit was presumably guided by the ethnic principle,
since both territories were predominantly inhabited by Abkhazians.[3] Nevertheless, an
anonymous Georgian chronographer of the fourteenth century, who described the
century-long period of Mongol rule in Kartli and Kakheti, recounts how Lasha-Giorgi — the
heir of Queen Tamar — "hunted in Tskhum and Abkhazia and administered affairs there."
According to this source, the two eristavates of Tskhum and Abkhazia had not been merged
into a single administrative unit.

At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the socio-political order of the Abkhazian Kingdom
(the "Kingdom of the Abkhazians and Kartvelians") was undergoing a profound crisis. Once
the central authority had fulfilled its historical role, as Z.V. Anchabadze observes, it came to
be regarded as superfluous by a significant portion of the ruling class.[4] The eristavis, in
their drive to secure political immunity, not only withheld support from the centralising
measures of the royal power but actively obstructed their implementation. In this way, the
central authority began to lose its principal social base.[5]

The first Mongol reconnaissance force entered Kartli in 1220 but was defeated and
compelled to withdraw from the Transcaucasus.[6] In 1225, Kartli and Kakheti were invaded
by the armies of Jalal ad-Din, the Khwarazmian ruler who had been driven from his own
country by the Mongols. Jalal ad-Din prevailed and laid waste to several regions of Armenia
and eastern Georgia.[7] Two years later he invaded Kartli once more, but on this occasion



the central power, in the person of Rusudan (1222-1245), resolved to summon all her
subjects to resist the enemy. According to the chronicler, forces from Kartli, Javakheti,
Meskhet, Tao, Mingrelia, Abkhazia, and Jiketi took the field against him.[8] At the Battle of
Bolnisi, Jalal's swift advance caught the coalition off guard and they were routed. It was only
in 1230 that Jalal was finally compelled to abandon Kartli.

The country had barely begun to recover when Mongol invaders appeared at its frontiers.
Meeting with no serious resistance, by 1240 the Mongols had seized the whole of eastern
Georgia. The central authority was forced to relocate to Kutaisi, acknowledge vassal status,
and undertake to pay a heavy annual tribute of 50,000 gold pieces.[9]

Having consolidated their hold over the eastern part of the Abkhazian Kingdom (Kartli and
Kakheti), the Mongol conquerors, while formally leaving its internal self-governance intact,
nonetheless introduced significant changes to its administrative structure. They divided the
country into eight military-administrative districts (tumens): six in the eastern and two in the
western part. The territory of present-day Abkhazia was, according to the sources,
incorporated into the tumen placed under the authority of Tsotne Dadiani. The division of the
Abkhazian Kingdom into tumens, however, proved short-lived.[10]

In 1249 the Mongols installed two kings simultaneously: David, son of Georgi (Ulu-David),
and David, the son of Rusudan (David Narin), who ruled Georgia jointly for ten years.[11]

David Narin, who led the anti-Mongol uprising of 1259, was forced following its defeat to
retreat westwards and entrench himself in the western part of the Abkhazian Kingdom. A
chronicler of the period records that "the Abkhazians, Svans, Dadiani, Bediani, the eristavi of
Racha, and all the inhabitants of Likht-Imereti gathered with great joy and proclaimed him
king."[20] One testimony to David Narin's presence in the western part of what had formerly
been the Abkhazian Kingdom is an inscription made at his command on an icon preserved in
the Church of llori. The inscription reads: "Saint George of llori, glorify and grant to reign the
king of kings David, son of Rusudan, by whose command this image of the great martyr of
llori was made."[12]

Following the death of David Narin, his son Constantine (1293—-1327) came to rule the
western part of the kingdom prior to the final dissolution of the Abkhazian Kingdom —
referred to in Georgian sources as "Likht-Imereti," meaning literally "Beyond the Likhi
Range." The central authority of Likht-Imereti, however, steadily lost ground, and the
principalities of that kingdom acquired de facto independence. By the late 1320s these
principalities and kingdoms had already taken shape as independent polities.

According to Vakhushti, the ruler of Odishi, Giorgi Dadiani, seized the whole of Mingrelia and
the Eristavi of Tskhum as far as Anacopia inclusive. The former eristavis of Tskhum, the
Shervashidze, were compelled to confine themselves to the territory of the former eristavi of
"Abkhazia" — to the north-west of Anacopia. All these mtavaris, in Vakhushti's words,
"passed out of the obedience of the king."[13]

According to certain Georgian historians as well as Z. Anchabadze, a semi-independent
political federation known as Sabediano was formed at some point in the eastern Black Sea
region, comprising the Principalities of Odishi, Guria, and Abkhazia, with the ruler of Odishi
at its head.[14] Anchabadze dates the formation of Sabediano to the end of the fourteenth



century, whereas |. Javakhishvili, who first advanced the concept, places it in the
mid-fifteenth century.[15] In the view of Vakhushti (Kartlis Tskhovreba), the Odishian prince
Giorgi Dadiani seized the Principality of Tskhum in the early fourteenth century. A broadly
similar position — though without reference to Sabediano — is held by the Georgian
historian T.N. Beradze. He argues that the Abkhazian Principality, together with Odishi and
Imereti, remained part of the Kartlian, that is Georgian, kingdom until the 1480s, with the
boundary between the Abkhazian and Mingrelian principalities running in the region of
Nikopsia.[16] However, as the sources cited above make clear, Abkhazia, like the other
principalities of Likht-Imereti, had already passed out of the obedience of the "King of the
Abkhazians and Kartvelians" by the end of the thirteenth century and henceforth appears as
an independent polity; and following the death of David Narin it was freed even from nominal
dependence on the "king of Likht-Imereti."

The Book of Knowledge — the work of an anonymous author, a Spanish Franciscan writing
approximately between 1350 and 1360 — sheds light on the political map of the western part
of what had once been the "Kingdom of the Abkhazians and Kartvelians." In the course of
his "journey," the anonymous author writes: "Then | reached the Gothic Cape, situated
between the Great Sea and the Sea of Tana... The cape borders on two very extensive
provinces: the land of King David, the province of Anagossia, and Tana. Thence | came to
the Sea of Tana through the strait between the Gothic Cape and Tus, where there is a city
called Matrega. Three kingdoms adjoin one another at this cape, subject to Uksleto. These
are the lands of the Turks and Tatars, and Kanardi. They are divided by a great river called
Tana, from which the city takes its name. The banners of these kingdoms are the same as
those of their lord Uksleto. From the Sea of Tana | set out and travelled along the eastern
shore of the Great Sea, passing through Arva-Saksiya and Pesontoy into the empire of
Uksleto, and came to the Kingdom of Sebastopolis, inhabited by Christian Cumans. There
are many people of Jewish origin here, but all observe Christian rites — more often those of
the Greek church than the Latin. On the king's banner is depicted a silver right hand.

"l left Sebastopolis and journeyed to Gorgania, situated between the Great Sea and the Sea
of Sarai, a very extensive land in the empire of Uksleto. | then travelled along the coast,
through Phasis and Konika, to the city of Trebizond, where | remained for some time. This
empire borders on Turkey but is inhabited by Greek Christians. The banner of the emperor of
Trebizond is red, with a golden double-headed eagle."[18]

In the passage cited above, the "Sea of Tana" is unquestionably the Sea of Azov. The
"Empire of Uksleto" can be nothing other than the Golden Horde, the only state that at the
time controlled Crimea and the Don basin. The route "through Arva-Saksiya" is, in our view,
Zikhia. Pesonda is Pitsunda. The author then proceeds, somewhat puzzlingly, to arrive in the
empire of Uksleto at the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis" — Sebastopolis being the name by
which Sukhum was then known — yet the eastern Black Sea littoral was never part of the
Golden Horde. In the view of the Georgian historian T. Beradze, the "Kingdom of
Sebastopolis" is none other than the Mingrelian kingdom,[19] while the "province of
Anagossia" is a corrupted form of "Abazgia," which at that time denoted "all of western
Georgia."[20] There are, however, variant readings of the same text. The Spanish
Franciscan places Anagossia on the shores of the Sea of Azov, moreover bordering on the
"land of David" — a detail that has understandably perplexed the Georgian historians
mentioned above. In their view, the traveller erroneously situated this country at the Gothic



Cape: "The cape borders on two very extensive provinces: the land of King David, the
province of Anagossia, and Tana." The "land of King David" is in all probability the mythical
realm that had lingered in the memory of European historiography from an earlier period —
possibly a reference to the once-mighty "king of the Abkhazians and Kartvelians," David IV
the Builder, and the country associated with his name. The traveller then proceeds to
Gorgania. Gorgania is, without any doubt, Kartli. As for "Anagossia and Tana," it is likely —
given that the text speaks of two provinces rather than three ("The cape borders on two very
extensive provinces: the land of King David, and the province of Anagossia and Tana") —
that this term reflects a union of two military-political units of the north-eastern Black Sea
region. In our interpretation, we are dealing with two distinct "lands": "Anagossia" — the
country of the north-western Abkhazians — and "Tana" — the country of the Adyghe. In later
Ottoman sources, "Anagossia" and "Arva-Saksiya" are referred to as the "Land of Abaza."
According to N. Shami, writing in the Zafar-nama ("Book of Victories"), Tamerlane reached in
1395 the "land of the people of Abbase, dwelling to the south-west of Mount Alburuz."[21]

Later, in 1475, the Turkish sultan Mehmed Khan the Conqueror (Sultan Mehmed I,
1451-1481) wrote to the Muscovite tsar Ivan Ill that the "khans of the Crimean vilayet and
the Bans of the Circassian land" had submitted to him.[22] In another letter, the full title of the
ruler is given as "Great king of the Abkhazians and Circassians — Bana Shervashidze."[23]

In our view, this was a military-political union of the Abkhazians and the coastal Adyghe
peoples — referred to in the aforementioned anonymous source as "Anagossia," "Tana," and
"Arva-Saksiya," and by N. Shami as the "Land of the people of Abbase" — which may have
come into existence no later than the mid-fourteenth century.

This source is also noteworthy in that the author separates "Anagossia" (the Eristavi of
Abkhazia) and the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis" (the Eristavi of Tskhum) from "Gorgania"
(Kartli). The traveller, on departing Sebastopolis, proceeds to "Gorgania," which was
dependent on the Golden Horde: "...I journeyed to Gorgania, situated between the Great
Sea and the Sea of Sarai, a very extensive land in the empire of Uksleto." Along the way the
author makes no mention whatsoever of Odishi (Mingrelia) — possibly because he
subsumed it among the provinces of the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis." The source is further
noteworthy in that all these lands bear the same banners as the "vast land of Uksleto,"
whereas the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis" has its own emblem: "on the king's banner is
depicted a silver right hand." Of Gorgania's banner the author says nothing at all.

Turning now to the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis," whose king's banner bore "a silver right
hand": what political entities were the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis" (as described in the Book
of Knowledge) and "Sabediano" (as described by Anchabadze)? Might they in fact be one
and the same polity — known in Abkhazian historiography as the "Voivodeship of Tskhum,"
or in Georgian historiography as the "Eristavi of Tskhum"? We shall endeavour to answer
these and related questions.

According to Z.V. Anchabadze, by the close of the fourteenth century the fully consolidated
polity of Sabediano had taken its name from the title of the former eristavis of Bedia. As
noted above, this author held that the family belonged to the noble Mingrelian house of
Dadiani.[24] Territorially, Sabediano was composed primarily of two former eristavates: those
of Bedia and Tskhum.[25] In his letter to Rome of 1459, in which he enumerated the



members of the coalition he led against the Turks, Giorgi VIII styled the prince of Bendiani as
"king" (Bandian rex Mingreliae).[26] Significantly, Kvarkavare himself, in his letter to the Duke
of Burgundy, likewise refers to Bediani as "king" (Bandian rex Mingreliae), while describing
himself and the Abkhazian ruler as mtavaris (dux).[27] According to M. Tamarashvili, the
Georgian envoys in Rome styled Bendiani "King of Mingrelia and Abkhazia" (Bendas
Mengrelia et Abasiae rex).[28] He may well be the "King of Sebastopolis," ruler of the
"Kingdom of Sebastopolis," mentioned by the anonymous traveller and author of the Book of
Knowledge in the mid-fourteenth century.

Commenting on these facts, Academician |. Javakhishvili writes: "Bediani was regarded as
the mtavari of a distinct political unit. He was the ruler of Mingrelia and Abkhazia and was
vested with rights so extensive that he was styled even as king."[29]

According to Z.V. Anchabadze, Sabediano was composed territorially of two former
eristavates — those of Bedia and Tskhum (Sebastopolis). The ltalian traveller Barbaro
remarks in this connection: "We are very glad that the affair with Bendiano, prince of
Mingrelia, has been settled so satisfactorily."[30] He further states that Bendiano was the
prince of Sebastopolis. The capital of this "kingdom" — the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis" —
was, according to the anonymous author of the Book of Knowledge, the city of Sebastopolis,
where "there are many people of Jewish origin, but all observe Christian rites — more often
those of the Greek church than the Latin. On the king's banner is depicted a silver right
hand."[31]

Who, by origin, might the "princes Bendiano" or "kings of Sebastopolis" have been? This
qguestion merits closer examination.

As noted above, Z.V. Anchabadze held that "prince Bendiano" (in the Italian sources),
"Bediéli" (in the Georgian sources), or the "Bedian" — belonged to the noble Mingrelian
house of Dadiani, who originated from the locality of Bedia. This assertion, however, does
not appear convincing to us, and the origins of the rulers of the Eristavi (Voivodeship) of
Bedia — as one of the two constituent parts of the polity known as Sabediano — remain, in
our view, undetermined. As for the rulers of the Eristavi (Voivodeship) of Tskhum, their
origins are well established. According to Z.V. Anchabadze, the Shervashidze-Chachba
family appears as early as the twelfth century among the most distinguished noble houses of
the Georgian-Abkhazian kingdom, whose representatives held important administrative
positions in feudal Abkhazia of that period, namely the office of the eristavis of Tskhum.[32]

In this connection, there is interesting evidence in the anonymous narrative History and
Eulogy of the Monarchs, written in the 1220s. The anonymous author records that Tamar
appointed Dotagod Shervashidze to the position of Eristavi of Tskhum. As Z.V. Anchabadze
notes, the fact that the Shervashidze were already being elevated to so high a state office in
the 1180s "testifies to their appearance on the political scene of the Georgian feudal
kingdom (the Georgian-Abkhazian kingdom — R.A.) considerably earlier."[33] Academician
N.A. Berdzenishvili suggested that the family name Shervashidze (Chachba) might be linked
to the name of the military commander Otago Chachasdze, who is mentioned in the
chronicle (Matiane Kartlisay) in connection with the siege of Anacopia in the 1040s.[34] It is
not without interest in this regard, as Z.V. Anchabadze observes, that Chachasdze bears the
name Otagod — presumably analogous to the name Dotagod borne by the Eristavi of



Tskhum, Sharvashidze, mentioned in the History and Eulogy of the Monarchs. In Georgian
feudal onomastics (Z. Anchabadze), there are known instances of individual noble houses
transmitting "favoured" names from generation to generation — names typically
characteristic of a given family. Thus, in the Bagrationi dynasty the name Giorgi was
extremely popular (from Giorgi | to Giorgi Xll); among the rulers of Kakheti, Kvirike; in the
house of the Mingrelian rulers Dadiani, Levan; in the house of the Gurieli, Mamia; and so
forth.[35]

A comparable pattern existed in European dynasties: in France, the Louises (through to
Louis XVI); in Sweden, Charles; in Russia, Ivan (through to Ivan VI). A particularly striking
example is furnished by the German principality of Reuss, where all male members of the
princely house of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt bore the name Heinrich. On this basis, one may
reasonably suppose that the name Dotagod (Otago) was likewise regarded as a "dynastic"
name among members of the Shervashidze family.[36]

The evidence adduced above testifies with sufficient clarity that the ruling house of the
Voivodeship (Eristavi) of Tskhum from the 1220s onwards was the Abkhazian family of
Shervashidze-Chachba.

Turning now to the other ruler — the lord of the Eristavi (Voivodeship) of Bedia. According to
Barbaro, "Bendiano prince of Mingrelia" and "Bendiano prince of Sebastopolis"[37] are one
and the same person: "We are very glad that the affair with Bendiano has been settled so
satisfactorily."[38] Upon closer examination of these documents, however, it becomes
apparent that Barbaro's knowledge of Abkhazia is no more than indirect — he speaks of it as
something occurring "somewhere over there." In one passage Bendiano is styled "prince of
Mingrelia," while in another document, concerning the conclusion of a treaty with the prince
of Kopa, the protectors write to the consul of Caffa (in a letter dated 15 December 1472) of
the "Prince of Sebastopolis": "And likewise we are pleased that you wrote to us of the
prospects for a lasting peace with Bandiano, prince of Sebastopolis."[39] An analysis of the
sources cited above reveals a distinct confusion: "Bendiano" appears as the Mingrelian
prince in ltalian documents of 1458, 1472, and 1475, while in other documents he is styled
"prince of Sebastopolis." Is "Bendiano," then, simultaneously the ruler of both Sebastopolis
and Mingrelia?

Numerous sources, fully or in part, contradict such a dual role, as Barbaro's own testimony
suggests. The very existence of the house of Bendiano (Bedian) is flatly denied by M.
Brosset, who, in enumerating all the noble houses of the eastern Black Sea territories,
makes no mention of Bendiano whatsoever.

It is our view that Bendiano (Bediéli, Bedian) represents a branch of the
Shervashidze-Chachba family. Europeans may have referred to members of this house by
the name of their place of origin — Bedia — a practice, as is well known, entirely consistent
with European usage.

According to the source cited above (Kartlis Tskhovreba), "the Abkhazians, Svans, Dadiani,
Bediani, the eristavi of Racha, and all the inhabitants of Likht-Imereti gathered with great joy
and proclaimed him king."[40] According to this account, the Abkhazians, the Dadiani, and
the Bediani are all presented as distinct political units. Whereas in the first two cases the
ruling princes are known — the Dadiani in Mingrelia, and the Bediani in south-eastern



Abkhazia, from the River Gumista to the River Ingur — the Abkhazian ruler is not mentioned
at all. This source is valuable in that the Dadiani and the Bediani are presented, contrary to
the claims of certain scholars, as distinct political rulers — or, at the very least, as distinct
princely titles.

It follows, then, that the house (and title) of Bediani-Bendiano—Bedian bears no relation to
the house (and title) of Dadiani. Whether this house (or title) belongs to another
distinguished family — the Shervashidze-Chachba — remains to be demonstrated. Could
the prince of Bedia have been a member of the Shervashidze-Chachba family?

According to the letter from Mehmed Khan the Conqueror (Sultan Mehmed II, 1451-1481) to
the Grand Prince of Moscow, Ivan Ill, dated 1475 — in which the "khans of the Crimean
vilayet and the Bans of the Circassian land" are mentioned — the term "Bana" is a title. In
documents of the same period, this "Bana" is styled "Great king of the Abkhazians and
Circassians — Bana Shervashidze."[41] Professor Kirzioglu suggests that in this instance
"Bana" is the title of the Abkhazian rulers. Supporting evidence may be found in the
analogous case of the Dadiani: Ottoman sources frequently refer to the Mingrelian people
and Mingrelia itself as the "people of Dadiani" and the "land of Dadiani." It is our view that
the term "Bana" is a corrupted form of "Bandiano," that is, "Bendiano." Arabic script, by its
nature, does not mark vowels, and consequently the term "Bandiano" in an Ottoman
document could have been recorded simply as "bnd" or even as "bn." In transliterating
Ottoman texts, modern Ottoman historians frequently commit analogous errors. A telling
illustration is provided by the fact that the Turkish words for "horse," "grass," and "meat" are
written identically in Arabic script, leaving the reader to infer the intended meaning from
context.

According to Vakhushti (Kartlis Tskhovreba), taking advantage of the death of David Narin in
1329-34, the Odishian prince Giorgi Dadiani seized the "Principality of Tskhum."[42] This
may well be so; however, in all probability the city of Sebastopolis had passed into the
possession of the Shervashidze-Chachba family by the mid-fourteenth century at the latest.
How many years it remained in the hands of the Dadiani is a matter of dispute. According to
one account — that of the Turkish scholar M. Kirzioglu — in 1330 Sebastopolis served as
the residence of a Catholic missionary bishop, an Englishman, who was presumably the
head of the entire Catholic mission in the territories adjacent to Sebastopolis.[43] The author
does not, however, indicate to whom the city belonged. By 1354, according to the same
source, Sebastopolis had become "a Genoese colony, in which alongside Genoese there
were Muslim merchants, Greeks, and Jews; the ruler of the city was a Georgian prince (of
the Shervashidze family)."[44] The author further specifies that this was a Shervashidze — a
Georgian prince "according to his family name,"[45] that is, by reference to the suffix "-dze."
The distinguished Turkish-Abkhazian scholar Omer Bilyiika (Beyguaa), citing the map of the
anonymous author of 1350-60 and enumerating "94 states and 119 flags," provides a
description of the "Abkhazian flag": it bore "a white palm."[45] According to the Spanish
Franciscan Johas de Villadesta, who enumerated "58 countries," the capital of the
Abkhazians in 1428 was Sebastopolis, with its banner bearing "a silver right hand on a red
ground."[46] Ottoman  sources attest to Sebastopolis belonging to the
Shervashidze-Chachba at the time of its capture by the Turks in June 1454, and it remained
in Shervashidze-Chachba possession in November 1454. According to the same Italian



documents, after it was burnt by the Turks, the Abkhazians recovered the city in November
of that year.

In a letter dated 22 April 1459, the Emperor of Trebizond, David Komnenos, enumerating the
countries and rulers of the anti-Turkish coalition, wrote: "Against the Turks will rise the
Abkhazian prince Rabia with his brothers and an army of 30,000."[47] The strengthened
rulers of Abkhazia, in the person of Rabia Shervashidze-Chachba, were in all probability
extending their domains eastward. The lord of Abkhazia now makes his appearance in the
territory of the Kingdom of Imereti. According to Vakhushti, the Samtskhe atabeg Kvarkavare
rose against the Kartlian king Giorgi VIII, and with the assistance of the Iranian ruler Uzun
Hasan succeeded in ultimately defeating his suzerain and taking him captive (1462). This
was exploited by Bagrat, the eristavi of Kutaisi, who proclaimed himself king of Georgia.
According to Vakhushti, Dadiani, Gurieli, Shervashidze, and the Svan ruler all came to
Kutaisi. Bagrat promised them not to encroach upon their mtavari rights if they formally
recognised him as king, and they duly expressed their consent.[48] Vakhushti writes: "The
Dadiani, Gurieli, Shervashidze, and Svans blessed [Bagrat] for the kingdom, in return for
which he fulfilled his promise to the mtavaris and granted them their freedom.... The
Kingdom of Imereti was formed with four principalities, or satavados. The Dadiani secured
Odishi, the Gurieli — Guria, the Shervashidze — Abkhazia together with Jiketi, and the
Gelovani — Svaneti."[49] According to this source, the Bediani are entirely absent, their
place having been taken by the Shervashidze, who had by this point firmly consolidated their
hold over Jiketi as well. This same date, however, is cited in another source presented by
Professor M. Kirzioglu. Drawing on W. Barthold (Abazalar, IA, |. 7), he writes: "The Kartlian
king Giorgi VIII Bagrationi, in the battle at the village of Chikhori on the bank of the Kvirila, a
tributary of the Rioni, in 1462, suffered a crushing defeat against five rulers: Bagrat I, the
Achikbash prince of Imereti (Imeret begi) from Kutaisi; the eristavi of the mountain Svans,
Gelovani; the eristavi of Guria (Gurya Eristavi), Vardanoglu Kahaber; the ruler (hakimi) of
Mingrelia and Odishi, Dadyan Libarit; and the king of the Abkhazians and Jikets (Aphazlar ve
Ciket [Ubykh] Kirali), Shervashidze (Servasidze/Sirvansahoglu). After the battle of Chikhori
in 1462, the Abkhazians, separating from the Georgian Catholicos, established an
independent Catholicosate in the village of Pitsunda (Pitzunda)."[50] As noted above, this
battle took place in the same year as the campaign of the Samtskhe atabeg Kvarkavare
together with Uzun Hasan against Giorgi VIIl. The second source appears to us more
reliable, since Kvarkavare and his ally disappear from it entirely. It is further valuable in that it
names all the rulers of the eastern Black Sea states individually. The very participation of the
"King of the Abkhazians and Jiks" in this campaign — all political disputes with his
neighbours having by then been resolved — is explained by ecclesiastical motives, for "after
the battle of Chikhori in 1462, the Abkhazians, separating from the Georgian Catholicosate,
established an independent Catholicosate in the village of Pitsunda."

The same author, drawing on European sources, calls into question the chronology of the
Georgian chroniclers. He cites, for example, the view of W. Heinz, who considered that
"Georgian sources for this period are very confused." As an illustration, the Ottoman capture
of Constantinople in 1453 is recorded in the Georgian chronicle as: "in the year 145 [by the
Georgian chronicle, i.e. 1457], the Tatars took Istanbul."[51] He argues that many of the
dates and events recorded in the Kartlis Tskhovreba are unreliable. Professor Kirzioglu, in
his study, also points to an error in another source, namely the "Chronicle of Georgia": "After
the death of Vakhtang IV, the seventy-fourth king, who died without an heir in 1445 (possibly



1447), his brother Dmitri |ll Bagratid (1445-1452) came to the throne. During his reign, in the
year 139 [by the Georgian chronology, i.e. 1451], the Tatars, arriving on the shores of
Abkhazia with 50 kadirgas [a type of warship], launched an attack, and the city of Tskhum
and the entire northern Black Sea coast were taken."[52]

The professor then makes the following observation: "According to this source — which M.
Brosset took from the Tsarevich Vakhushti, who wrote his works in the eighteenth century —
the capture of Sukhum took place during the reign of Sultan Mehmed-oglu Murad (Murad Il,
1421-1451). In reality, however, Murad Il died on 3 February 1451, that is, before the events
in question, which occurred after his death; and his successor, Murad Il's son Mehmed II,
ascended to the throne on 18 February 1451. Murad Il could only have captured the western
shores of the Black Sea."[53]

Thus, writes Kirzioglu, in place of the unreliable Georgian sources' claim that "in 1451 with
50 kadirgas," it would be more accurate to say that "in 1454, with 56 kadirgas, the Ottoman
forces seized the lands belonging to the eristavi Shervashidze and the Abkhazian and
Dadiani (Mingrelian) Orthodox Christians subject to him (a branch of the Bagratids)."[54]

The analysis of the Kartlis Tskhovreba by O.l. Senkovsky — founder of the Russian school
of Oriental studies, professor at St Petersburg University, and honorary member of the Paris
Academy of Sciences — can only be described as highly critical: "They appear to have
gathered traditions and kings from across the whole of the Caucasus, without enquiring to
which people or century belonged the persons and events they incorporated into their
writings. Iberian, Armenian, Persian, Laz, Albanian, and Turkish rulers of various origins,
mentioned in the chronicles of the Byzantines, Armenians, and Persians; heroes of
Caucasian folk tradition; champions from nursemaids' tales — all of this was pressed into
service, and in this way a splendid, unbroken chain of kings and reigns was assembled from
the time of Alexander the Great to the ninth or tenth century... It is most doubtful whether
Vakhtang or Vakhushti made use of any genuine chronicles or documents."[55]

Criticising Academician M. Brosset, O.l. Senkovsky writes: "It is far more probable that they
drew their information from passing allusions by Muslim writers to various affairs of Georgia,
supplementing these slender data with the aid of their imagination. But one need not even
venture back into the thirteenth century to find such, and still greater, blunders in the
celebrated Georgian historians. M. Brosset recently published, in translation from the original
document, the blood compact of the Imeretian king Alexander with Dadiani Mamia in 1432,
countersigned by the great sinner Falavandi Falavandishvili — and it transpired that in the
Georgian chronicles this same Dadiani had been killed and buried eighteen years before he
signed the compact, and that in 1432 his son Liparit had long since been prosperously
reigning. The learned academician adds: 'One cannot but say that the date of this important
document presents a great difficulty... Rather than losing oneself in conjecture, it is of
course better to leave the question unresolved until a fortunate discovery reveals the truth.’
What is there to lose oneself in conjecture about? It is plain and evident that chronicles
which so grievously contradict 'important documents’ drawn up in due legal form and
countersigned by the great sinner deserve no credence whatsoever from criticism."[56]

It is thus the case that many Georgian documents, composed by Georgian chroniclers
considerably later than the events they describe, contain numerous distortions and



falsifications. As is well known, Vakhushti Bagrationi (1696—1756), the author of the Kartlis
Tskhovreba, lived in Moscow from 1725. He began writing this work in 1742 and completed it
in 1745. In the view of |. Javakhishvili and V. Gabashvili, such a work could hardly have been
written in three years. They consider the Kartlis Tskhovreba of Vakhushti Bagrationi to be the
culmination of a process of gathering materials and research extending across several
generations. There also existed a so-called "old Kartlis Tskhovreba," which described events
up to the fourteenth century. At the command of the Kartlian king Vakhtang VI, father of
Vakhushti Bagrationi, a group of scholars was assembled in exile in Moscow who produced
the first version of the Kartlis Tskhovreba, covering the history of Georgia from the fourteenth
to the seventeenth centuries — provisionally designated the "new Kartlis Tskhovreba."[57]
The work of this group of scholars did not, however, satisfy Vakhushti. He criticised it in
rather sharp terms, adding: "My father, Vakhtang, entrusted invited scholars with the task of
putting the Kartlis Tskhovreba in order, but the 'New Kartlis Tskhovreba' for the fourteenth to
seventeenth centuries which they produced he never set eyes upon."[58] Professor S.G.
Kaukhchishvili considers that "Vakhushti set himself as his principal task the composition of
the entire history of Georgia up to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He had at his
disposal the old history up to the fourteenth century, which he criticised and rewrote
anew."[59] "As for the new portion of the History of Georgia covering the fourteenth to
eighteenth centuries," writes Professor S.G. Kaukhchishvili, "it is entirely original and written
according to Vakhushti's own plan, on a completely new design."[60] The Kartlis Tskhovreba
therefore cannot serve as a reliable source for the study of the history of Abkhazia.

It is possible that by the mid-fifteenth century the eastern and western lands of Abkhazia had
been unified under the suzerainty of "King of Sebastopolis" Bana Shervashidze, since the
distinct political units of Sabediano or the "Kingdom of Sebastopolis" and the "Kingdom
(realm) of the Abkhazians and Jikets" no longer appear as separate entities in the
documents.

In Ottoman sources, the political unit "Abkhazia + Jikia" (the "Land of Abaza") is frequently
mentioned, and its ruler is referred to as "Melik" (Melik) — the Arabic term for "king" or
"sovereign." This is corroborated, at least in part, by Vakhushti, who in his account
subordinates Jiketi to the Abkhazian ruler. As we can see, however, nothing is actually said
about the title of the Abkhazian ruler himself, even though the author acknowledges that
Jiketi (meaning north-western Abkhazia) forms part of the Abkhazian political unit. As for the
"Kingdom of Imereti with its four principalities" or mtavarates, the author himself notes that in
exchange for recognising Bagrat as king and "blessing" him, the rulers of Mingrelia, Guria,
and Abkhazia-Jikia received their independence — and accordingly, any question of their
vassalage to the Imeretian king is entirely out of the question.

Thus, over the course of nearly two centuries — from the mid-thirteenth to the mid-fifteenth
century, a period known in Abkhazian historiography as the Genoese epoch — two distinct
political units existed in the territory of the north-western Caucasus:

1. Sabediano (according to Z. Anchabadze and I. Javakhishvili), or the "Kingdom of
Sebastopolis" (according to the Book of Knowledge), comprising the voivodeships of
Tskhum and Bedia; and

2. "Anagossia + Arva-Saksiya" (according to the anonymous traveller), the "Eristavi of
Abkhazia" (according to the Georgian chronicle), the "Kingdom (realm) of the



Abkhazians and Jikets" (according to Barthold), the "Land of Abbase" (according to
Shami), and the "Land of Abaza" (according to Ottoman sources).

The unification of these two political units into a single state under the name of the
Abkhazian Principality took place, as noted above, no later than the mid-fifteenth century.

Let us now briefly consider the significance of the titles "king," "ruling prince," and related
terms, and clarify certain points that have sometimes given rise to misunderstanding.

In Georgian historiography, the prevailing view holds that the title of "king" could and should
have been borne only by the rulers of what had formerly been the "unified Georgian
kingdom," and, after its dissolution, by the kings of Imereti.

In addressing the question of the titulature of the Abkhazian rulers, a brief historical survey of
the rulers of Abkhazia is necessary.

The representatives of the Abkhazian dynasty (the Anosids) adopted the royal title — in the
person of Leon Il — only at the end of the eighth century; prior to this, they are referred to in
Byzantine sources as "archons" and "hegumens," in Latin sources as "principes," and in
Georgian sources as "eristavis."[61]

Upon the death of the king of Tao-Klarjeti, Gurgen, Bagrat Ill came to the throne and
annexed to his kingdom the territories not seized by the Byzantines. Bagrat Ill was the first
king of the Abkhazian Kingdom within those boundaries that Georgian historiography has
termed the "unified Georgian kingdom." On this point K. Kudryavtsev writes: "The accession
of Bagrat Ill to the Abkhazian throne did not signify the replacement of one individual by
another. It brought a change of dynasty — and more than that: from the moment of Bagrat's
accession, Abkhazia came under the rule of the Georgian Bagratid dynasty, alien to the
country and its interests, from which Bagrat descended on his father's side through
Gurgen."[61]

The heirs of King Bagrat Ill were by tradition styled "kings of the Abkhazians," and in time
this expression came to be understood, in the view of Georgian historians, as "kings of the
Georgians."[62] In the Matiane Kartlisa, Bagrat Ill and his immediate successors are
repeatedly referred to as "kings of the Abkhazians and Kartvelians."[63] As the kingdom of
the "Abkhazians and Kartvelians" grew and absorbed new lands and territories, the titulature
of its kings expanded accordingly, eventually assuming the following form: "King of the
Abkhazians, Kartvelians, Kakhetians, Rans, Movakans, Shainsha, and Sharvasha, and of all
the East and West from Nikopsia to Derbent."[64] The eleventh-century Byzantine historian
George Kedrenos refers to Bagrat IV as "archegon" (king) of Iberia and Abkhazia.[65] Of
related interest is an inscription on the wall of the Marmasheni Monastery (in the village of
Marmasheni in Armenia), belonging to Bagrat 1V's mother Mariam, who was the daughter of
the Armenian Vaspurakan king Senekerim. In this inscription Mariam styles herself "queen of
the Abkhazians and Armenians."[66]

As a result of the Tatar-Mongol invasion of the eastern lands of the kingdom of the
"Abkhazians and Kartvelians," that state broke apart into two independent polities:
Likht-Amereti, where Ulu-David became ruler, and Likht-Imereti, headed by David Narin.
Both bore the title of king.



After the death of David Narin in 1293, this title passed to Constantine (1293-1327). His
royal authority, however, was confined to the territory of the future Kingdom of Imereti. The
rulers of the other lands within "Likht-Imereti" — that is, the "trans-Likhi land," the "country
beyond the Likhi range" in relation to Kartli— had firmly secured recognition of their families'
hereditary rights over territories that had previously been ordinary administrative districts of
the "kingdom of the Abkhazians and Kartvelians." The royal title came to be reserved
exclusively for the Bagratid (Bagrationi) dynasty, while the rulers of other lands retained the
tittes of mtavari and eristavi. In the view of S. Janashia, these terms expressed different
concepts in Old Georgian: "mtavari" denoted a hereditary prince possessed of certain
sovereign rights, while "eristavi" signified primarily a royal official, a provincial governor, or a
military commander.[67]

Here, in our view, an important detail emerges. If the Imeretian rulers and all the other
territorial rulers stood in identical conditions and held comparable statuses, what was the
reason for the exclusive attachment of the title of "king" to the Imeretian rulers in particular?

As we see it, the explanation for this anomaly lies in the fact that Georgian historiography,
founded upon the works of Georgian chroniclers, was composed by representatives of the
Bagratid (Bagrationi) dynasty. It is well known that Vakhushti, the author of the Karilis
Tskhovreba and the acknowledged master of Georgian historiography, was himself a
member of the Bagratid family and the son of a Kartlian king. This state of affairs was
subsequently actively perpetuated by Georgian — Soviet and post-Soviet — historians.

The etymology of the word "mepe," meaning "king" or "tsar," is also of considerable
significance. It derives from the Kartvelian word "meupe,” meaning "the possessor" — that
is, "ruler." Of all the lands west of the Likhi range, this word could be used only by peoples
speaking Georgian. These were the Imeretians and Gurians — ethnic Kartvelians who had
come to settle in western Georgia as a result of the eastward penetration of Kartvelian
elements between the eighth and twelfth centuries. Concerning these migratory processes, I.
Javakhishvili writes that "in the period of Sasanid dominance, those driven out of or fleeing
from Kartli and Kakheti would cross into western Georgia, into Lazika, and would find refuge
there, in Egrisi or in the mountains of Abkhazia... It is from this process and this source that
the Imero-Gurian tribes must have come to settle in western Georgia — in Imereti and
Guria."[68]

The Abkhazians and Mingrelians could employ terms that served as equivalents of "mepe."
In Abkhazian there exists a counterpart to "mepe" — "apswa," meaning "king of the
Abkhazians." In Mingrelia, the word "Dadiani" established itself. This term gradually became
the title of the ruling house of Mingrelia, since the representatives of that house
predominated in Mingrelia, and the word came in time to acquire the sense of a title
equivalent to "ruler" — and thus to the title of "mepe." "The Dadiani Manuchar died and in his
place his son Levan became Dadiani." The same process occurred with the family name
Gurieli. The attachment of the royal title to the rulers of Mingrelia and Abkhazia is attested by
European and Near Eastern sources. In the sources cited above we read, for example:
"Bediani, King of Mingrelia and Abkhazia" (Bendas Mengrelia et Abasiae rex), and "King of
the Abkhazians and Jikets (Aphazlar ve Ciket [Ubykh] Kirali), Shervashidze
(Servasidze/Sirvansahoglu)."



In this connection, it is noteworthy that Italian missionaries in Mingrelia, contrary to the
conventions of Georgian historiography of the period, placed all rulers on an equal footing.
They referred to the rulers of Imereti and Kartli not as kings and queens (il Re and la Regina)
but, like all other rulers, as prince and princess (Principe and Principessa).[69] The Imeretian
king Alexander is styled Principe, while the Dadiani is on occasion referred to as il Re, that
is, king.[70] According to the same author — Don Giuseppe Giudice of Milan — the eristavi
corresponds to the ltalian marchese, as likewise do barone and signore.[71] An analogous
titulature applied to the Abkhazian rulers. In a drawing by Don Giuseppe Giudice, made by
him in 1650 depicting the baptism of the Abkhazian ruler Beslako Shervashidze-Chachba,
the inscription reads: Principe abcassi[72] — that is, "ruler of Abkhazia."

Thus the term "mepe" — that is, "meupe" ("ruler") — which in modern Georgian means
"king" or "tsar" and was reserved for a ruler of Kartvelian origin (the Imeretian ruler), finds its
corresponding equivalents in other states — Abkhazia and Mingrelia — in the terms "apswa"
and "Dadiani." It follows that the titles "Dadiani" and "apswa" may rightly be regarded as
equivalents of "mepe," that is, king or tsar.

In the view of certain historians (Kulakovsky), alongside political independence, the
Abkhazians obtained in the early fourteenth century the ecclesiastical independence of the
Pitsunda diocese (patriarchate) from the Georgian Catholicos.

Moreover, already by the end of the thirteenth century Pitsunda had become the religious
centre of the entire western Caucasus. Professor Yu. Kulakovsky writes: "At the end of the
thirteenth century, the Alanic metropolitanate appears in union with those of Sotirioupolis
(Pitsunda) and Zikhia. The deputies of these sees took part in the Constantinople Council of
1282."[73] The extension of the spiritual authority of the hierarch of Pitsunda (Sotirioupolis,
or Abasgia) to the North Caucasus is further attested by another document, dated 1347. It
reveals that when the Patriarch of Constantinople proposed to send a separate archbishop
to Sotirioupolis, the Metropolitan of Alania objected on the grounds that "the Alanic
metropolitanate has no archiepiscopal see of its own, for the reason that its people lead a
pastoral way of life."[74] In the view of Z. Anchabadze, "this refers to the political changes in
the North Caucasus that had come about as a result of the establishment of Mongol
dominance. Taking the situation into account, Patriarch John decided to restore the unity of
the sees of Sotirioupolis and Alania."[75]

Whether the Church of Pitsunda achieved independence from the Georgian Catholicos as
early as the beginning of the fourteenth century, or only in the mid-fifteenth century — that is,
in 1462, as mentioned in the source cited above — is a matter for separate investigation.
What may be stated with certainty, however, is that without a strong political authority, the
"kingdom of the Abkhazians and Jikets" could not have possessed within its territory so
significant a religious centre as Pitsunda — one of importance not merely on the scale of the
western Caucasus, but throughout the Caucasus as a whole.

Thus, it appears that as early as the very beginning of the fourteenth century, two
independent political units emerge on the political stage of the Caucasus:

1. The "Kingdom of Sebastopolis," with its religious centre at Bedia; and



2. The "Land of the Abkhazians and Jikets," with its own religious and political centre —
the Pitsunda diocese — "whose religious authority extended far beyond the borders
of this state.”

From the mid-fifteenth century, as a result of the gradual unification of the north-western and
south-eastern lands of Abkhazia into a single state, and until the end of the eighteenth
century, this state is referred to in Turkish sources — as noted above — as the "Land of
Abaza" or "Abaza."
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