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Abstract 

Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, overlooking the old capital of Georgia, Mtskheta, is a 

building that is literally and metaphorically on the edge. It is a liminal monument that crosses 

borders but also creates them. The church lies at the heart of Georgia’s Christian history, but 

in the seventh century it lay on the frontier between the Byzantine and Sasanian empires. 

Architecturally it belongs to a group of churches found across the Caucasus, but it has often 

been promoted as an exclusively Georgian monument. Jvari is a single monument that 

illuminates issues in transnational history, and the changing roles of a building in the creation 

of identities in the early Middle Ages.  

 

  



Introduction 

Perched dramatically on the edge of an escarpment that drops sharply away from its west 

facade, Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, dominates the landscape of Georgia in the 

Caucasus [Fig. 1 / L].1 It is the most famous, the most visible, and arguably the most 

important medieval monument in Georgia. It stands above the confluence of the rivers 

Mtkvari (Kura) and Aragvi and looks down on the old Georgian capital of Mtskheta, the 

center of power of the early medieval eastern Georgian principality of Iberia (known in 

Georgian sources as Kartli).2 The church was the centerpiece of a larger religious and palatial 

complex that was built between about 586 and 640 CE. 

Jvari was built to mark a locus sanctus associated with the conversion of Iberia to 

Christianity in the early fourth century.3 It also acted as the burial church of the erismtavaris, 

the archdukes of Iberia, many of whom are depicted in relief sculptures on the exterior of the 

main church. Its architecture, a highly sophisticated play of geometry and spatial volumes 

that presented a new solution to the problem of how to square the circle, is innovative and 

complex and belies the description of this period as “the dark centuries” of east Christian 

architecture [Fig. 2 / M].4 Jvari lies at the geographic and symbolic heart of Georgia. It is a 

monument at the nexus of its religious and political history, and at the cutting edge of its 

architectural and cultural traditions. The church is the most eloquent contemporary source for 

the history and culture of Georgia at the start of the seventh century, a monument to princely 

power and piety, and the focus of pan-Caucasian pilgrimage. The building history of no other 

church in Georgia is recorded in such detail, underscoring its preeminence.5 

At the same time, the church is a monument on the edge of history. It stands on a 

series of fault lines. It stands on the border between the transregional histories of the major 

Eurasian empires of the early medieval world. It is a point of conflict and dispute in the 

regional histories of the different peoples of the Caucasus—at one moment the object of pan-



Caucasian pilgrimage attracting visitors from Armenia and Caucasian Albania, at another a 

cult site restricted to Georgian worshippers. And it is caught between rival accounts of the 

history of architecture that have been used to support nationalist narratives in the Caucasus 

since the start of the twentieth century.  

The most far-reaching of these fault lines was that between the Mediterranean empire 

of the Roman-Byzantines and the Sasanian empire in Iran. A treaty between these warring 

superpowers in 591 established a new frontier that cut through the middle of Iberia, dividing 

it into rival spheres of influence to be controlled from Constantinople and Ctesiphon. The 

border assigned the old capital of Mtskheta to the Byzantine sector and the new capital of 

Tbilisi, about 15 miles (25 km) to its southeast, to the Sasanian sector. Jvari, lying between 

the two cities lay right on the border. This gave the church a paradoxical status: it was both a 

symbol of power at the very heart of Iberia, and a liminal monument on the very fringe of the 

great empires of the early seventh century. 

Within the Caucasus itself, Jvari also held a liminal status. It was located on the edge 

of the marchlands of Iberia and Armenia. This region was known variously by its different 

inhabitants as Gugareti or Somkhiti (Georgian) or Gugark (Armenian).6 It included parts of 

the modern Georgian provinces of Kvemo (lower) Kartli and Samtskhe-Javakheti and 

Lori/Tashir in Armenia; but its borders are fuzzy and imprecise.7 Somkhiti/Gugark was 

predominantly under Georgian rule, but its population was mixed. Armenians and Georgians 

lived in a bilingual and bicultural environment. It centered on the city of Tsurtavi which held 

the cult site of St. Shushanik (c.440-475), the shared Armeno-Georgian martyr par 

excellence.8 Both Georgians and Armenians worshipped at her shrine, where their 

interactions and intermarriages led to “shared ties of blood and parenthood between our 

nobles and yours.”9 The distinctive architecture of Jvari was equally shared by a small group 



of similar churches built in both Georgia and Armenia in this period, reinforcing the idea of 

an entwined religious, social, and architectural world.  

However, since the twentieth century the church has been presented in a very different 

way. It is presented as the highpoint of a distinctly Georgian form of architecture and 

separated out from the wider Armeno-Georgian context. The church has increasingly been 

hijacked to suit a nationalist agenda that divides Georgia and Armenia as part of both states’ 

desire to assert their independence and identity. The political appropriation of architecture 

began during the brief-lived independent Caucasian republics that emerged after the collapse 

of czarist Russia in 1917, and continued in the rivalry between their Soviet successors. It 

gained new energy after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991.10  

The study of Jvari is caught between these two different approaches, which prioritize 

very different ways of understanding the church. One looks at it in a wider, Caucasian 

context (although often in a highly competitive way, seeking to promote one of the churches 

in the group as the “original,” and so relegate the rest to “copies,” thereby assigning creativity 

exclusively to either Georgia or Armenia). The other presents a narrower, purely Georgian 

vision of the church and its design. In both approaches the church is placed at the heart of 

separate debates about the creation and development of incipient national identities in the 

Middle Ages.  

This article examines those two apparently mutually exclusive oppositions. It 

proposes that during the course of its building the church’s status oscillated between liminal 

and central, and between inclusive and exclusive. The interplay between these positions has 

informed how the church was understood in the Middle Ages and that has affected how it has 

been interpreted in modern scholarship. Elements that can be understood as signifiers of 

similarity and shared culture can equally be seen as markers of a distinct, new Georgian 

identity. Jvari is a site of agonistic exchange. 



The interpretative framework for the church pivots around three events that occurred 

while it was being built. The most immediate of these was a theological crisis between the 

Georgian and Armenian Churches which led to a schism between them after the third Council 

of Dvin in 607. This ecclesiastical split came in the wake of two wider political crises. The 

first of these was the abolition of the position of king of Iberia in ca. 580, replacing the 

monarchy with a broader ruling elite led by a less powerful erismtavari. The abolition was 

imposed by the regional superpowers of Byzantium and Sasanian Iran. The second was a 

more intrusive intervention in 591 in which the two empires divided Iberia into rival spheres 

of influence with complete disregard to its existing internal political organization.11  

Each of these events forced a reevaluation of the nature of the Georgian principality of 

Iberia as it shifted it between being a marginal space between empires, part of a loose 

Caucasian alliance with Armenia, and a more assertive entity that increasingly defined itself 

in opposition to the powers around it. All three events required people to reevaluate what it 

meant to be Georgian, but this was especially the case with the religious divide from the 

Armenians, because of the close religious, social, and cultural ties between the two peoples.  

These three events provide lenses through which to study the church and I examine 

first the ecclesiastical crisis and then the two political interventions. All three had an impact 

on how the Georgians saw themselves and their state. As the primary evidence for this to 

survive from the time, Jvari is key to understanding the changing histories of this period and 

the role of art and architecture in forming and manifesting these identities.12 The church, 

which survives largely in its original state, has a contemporaneity that primary textual sources 

lack; and it both supports and subverts its own liminality.13 Jvari was not a passive 

monument, buffeted between the states around it, but an active agent that affirmed and 

defined alliances, reified power structures, and transformed complex networks of political 

and social authority. It gave these a material presence at a crucial point in the landscape.14 



 

Liminality: the voice of the border 

Jvari forces us to confront the idea that the border is simply the point at which two 

neighboring powers meet; it was a place in itself. One of the criticisms of global history is 

that its asymmetric nature reduces liminal cultures to being a “mere way station along the 

path of a global flow—a measly dot on a map, lacking any depth, agency or significance.”15 

Jvari’s importance underscores this critique and the ability of the microhistorical to illuminate 

the global.16 Jvari’s place within and between empires also reveals some of the issues raised 

by transnational history’s broader concerns with movement, linkages, and networks across 

borders. As a physical monument that is inextricably tied to a single place in a landscape, 

there is a tension between Jvari’s fixity, its static solidity, and its active role as a site at which 

local and transregional issues were negotiated and given material form. At such “dots on a 

map” we can see global issues distilled as rulers and builders sought to navigate their way 

between the different layers of power and identity that intersected: at a local level between 

the separate provinces that made up Iberia; at regional level between the Georgians and 

Armenians; and at transregional level between the great empires of the day. Jvari gives the 

border its voice and reasserts it as a key element in understanding transnational concerns.  

Jvari raises questions about how a monument could look across and beyond borders, 

and also about how it created them: how people were divided in the seventh century. The 

frontier that Jvari sat on was primarily a military and diplomatic one; but it was at the heart of 

many other borders and divisions that involved ethnicity and family, language and religious 

confession, geographic location and regional culture, and shared history.17 These helped to 

create a sense of inclusion among one group by simultaneously excluding others. The church 

was at the heart of these debates and its study shows the many ways in which groups could be 

defined. As Nikoloz Aleksidze has noted in his study of the texts of this period: “the same 



symbols that used to sustain the liminality of a space instantly become symbols of alterity, by 

turning a liminal space into a border, by erecting, as it were, a wall of separation in a 

marchland.”18  

The study of Jvari has long been intertwined with questions about the emergence and 

definition of national identities. Ideas about national identities, let alone nation states, in the 

early medieval period are nebulous and contentious to say the least. Despite the evidence of 

mixed communities and intermarriage, contemporary sources apply labels easily: they refer to 

people as “Georgian” (Kartveli ქართველი / Virk Վիրք) or “Armenian” (Somekhi სომეხი / 

Hayk‘ Հայք) with a clear expectation that their readers would understand how these could be 

distinguished. The elements that constituted these identities were certainly never fixed or 

singular. Jvari shows the ways a monument could act as the catalyst around which such 

identities coalesced.19 

 

Liminal histories 

Finally, Jvari also stands on a modern historical and art historical border. Thinking about 

medieval identities necessarily implicates modern approaches, particularly in a region as 

contested and subject to conflicts as the Caucasus. However, to study the Caucasus is to study 

a region that has fallen off the edge of history. Lying between the Black Sea and the Caspian, 

between the Anatolian plateau, the northwestern provinces of Iran and the southern slopes of 

the Caucasus mountains, the Caucasus lies on the edge of the major geopolitical world blocs. 

In geohistorical terms the region falls between Cambridge University Press’s multivolume 

accounts of the medieval world (which is expansively defined to include “Europe, the 

Mediterranean, North Africa and the Near East”—in other words the medieval Christian 

world and its contact zones—and the Iranian world—again, broadly defined as including 

“other territories inhabited by peoples of Iranian descent”—but it barely registers in either of 



them.20 Studies that focus on the Caucasus, in contrast, have tended to be inward looking and 

lose sight of the wider world.21  

Georgia and Armenia are similarly overlooked in art histories of the medieval world.22 

In an article in Art Bulletin in 2006, Christina Maranci lamented the marginalization of 

Armenia from art history.23 She explored the causes of this neglect—an accumulation of 

geographical, geopolitical and linguistic barriers—and argued for the importance of the study 

of the marginalized to understand the center. Scholars of Georgia recognize this 

marginalization even more acutely. This is partly because Georgia represents an even greater 

challenge to non-Indigenous scholars: its unique (and uniquely challenging) non-Indo-

European language severely limits access to its primary sources. Like Armenia, it was cut off 

by the Iron Curtain for most of the twentieth century, but unlike Armenia it lay to the north of 

the main east–west trade routes from Iran to the Mediterranean, and lacked the diaspora that 

had spread Armenians, and with them knowledge of Armenia, its language, and literature, 

from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean by the seventeenth century.24 

In the nineteenth century the study of the Caucasus was led by Russian scholars. They 

treated Georgian and Armenian monuments as part of a collective Caucasian group, but they 

tended to see it, at best, as a provincial art dependent on Byzantium; at worst they denied its 

independent existence. Hence, in 1891 Nikodim Kondakov and Ivan Tolstoy were able to 

state unproblematically that “before the seventh century there can be no question of a 

characteristic Georgio-Armenian style of architecture.”25  

This Byzantine-centric approach was corrected by Josef Strzygowski, who 

championed the originality of the architecture of the Caucasus in Die Baukunst der Armenier 

und Europa, published in 1918.26 The shadow of this highly controversial work still hangs 

over the study of the Caucasus more than a century later. It particularly damaged the study of 

Georgian art as Strzygowski chose to work solely on Armenia and dismissed Georgia as the 



home of secondary, noncreative imitators: “the Georgians, in so far as they were not 

independent or under Syro-Persian influence . . . adopted and disseminated Armenian 

forms.”27 In support he cited the (Armenian) legend of the creation of the Georgian alphabet 

by the Armenian monk, Mesrop Mashtots.28 This reinforced the racial prejudices underlying 

his thesis, enabling him to argue for the superior creativity of Aryan peoples (defined to 

include Armenians but not Georgians) and their role in the development of Armenian and 

European architecture.29  

Strzygowski’s exclusion of Georgian monuments had an inadvertent impact on 

Western scholarship throughout the twentieth century, even among those who disagreed with 

his views. Richard Krautheimer’s Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture, first published 

in 1965, set out expressly to refute Strzygowski’s conclusions, but in doing so he played 

entirely on his terms, with the result that his subchapter “Armenia and Georgia” does not 

mention a single Georgian building.30 Strzygowski still dominated Cyril Mango’s overview 

of Byzantine architecture a decade later, which similarly accepted the presumption of the 

dominance of Armenian architects and Armenian architectural forms throughout the 

Caucasus.31  

Within Georgia, scholars such as Vakhtang Beridze initially critiqued Strzygowski’s 

approach (dismissed as “foreign bourgeois scholarship” in keeping with 1940s Marxist 

constraints on all scholarship in the Soviet Union): “It is difficult to agree with any 

formulation of the question that sets up Armenian and Georgian architecture in opposition to 

define the ‘advantages’ of one against the other.”32 But the longer-term reaction to 

Strzygowski’s book was to encourage Georgian scholars to argue for the significance of 

Georgian architecture by asserting that it developed independently. This has served only to 

isolate it further from wider study.  



It also fed into the use of historic architecture to support modern debates about 

nationalism and national identity in the Caucasus. The first serious research on Jvari had been 

undertaken by the Georgian scholar Giorgi Chubinashvili in 1918–21. These were the brief 

years of the first independent Republic of Georgia, before it was violently suppressed in the 

Russian-led Bolshevik invasion of 1922. He heralded Jvari as an example of the antiquity of 

the Georgian state, its creative originality, and its tenacity, and he proclaimed the church as 

the progenitor of this architectural type throughout the Caucasus.33 In his later publications, 

this patriotic pride became more strident, with the Armenian inscribed tetraconchs being 

dismissed as “mediocre” and “entirely dependent” on the Georgian models.34 By the end of 

the 1960s the positions had become entrenched and the arguments reduced to repetitions of 

inherited, fossilized positions.35 In arguing for the prioritization of Georgian architecture its 

advocates only succeeded in marginalizing it. It is only in the past fifteen years that scholars 

have heeded Beridze’s critique to attempt a more holistic and balanced account of the 

development of both Armenian and Georgian architecture.36  

 

Jvari and the great schism of the Eastern Churches 

The Third Council of Dvin in 607 was the climax of a series of debates between the Georgian 

and Armenian Churches.37 It is presented in most histories as a moment of division and split. 

The headline issue of the rupture was dogmatic, with the Georgian and Armenian Churches 

disagreeing on the doctrine around the human and divine natures of Christ that had been set 

out at the Fourth Ecumenical Council held at Chalcedon in 451. It became clear that the 

Georgian Church would now follow the theology set out at Chalcedon, and the Armenian 

along with the other Eastern Churches would not. However, the theological disputes were 

ultimately proxies for the real issue at stake, ecclesiastical authority. The Georgian Church 

sought to strengthen its separation from the Armenian Church and exercise greater control 



over the marchlands of Somkhiti-Gugark. In the decades after the council the rift between the 

churches cemented into a schism which has remained at the heart of Georgian-Armenian 

relations ever since. On both sides people were encouraged to view their church as the central 

institution through which they should express their identity, with theological differences fed 

into wider social and political divisions. 

The schism created a sense of calamity, disruption, and disaster that both parties 

contrasted with an utopian vision of a harmonious and shared world they claimed existed 

before. The Armenian catholicos, Abraham, wistfully wrote to Kyrion, his Georgian 

equivalent, that: “the unity of faith and hospitality between our two lands that was protected 

with a firm mediation by the church of Tsurtaw [Tsurtavi], where love, bodily kinship and 

spiritual communion was performed with joy full of bliss [is undermined]. From here people 

would travel to the cross of Mtskheta [Jvari] and from there to the holy Cathedral [of 

Echmiadzin].”38 Abraham visualized the two cult sites of the region—the cross at Jvari and 

the site of St. Gregory the Illuminator’s vision at Echmiadzin—united through the common 

mediation of the cult of St. Shushanik at Tsurtavi. 

Jvari’s architecture can be read as encapsulating the bucolic vision of unity and 

harmony that Abraham describes. Its forms are shared by a number of other churches across 

the Caucasus. All these monuments are sophisticated plays on geometry and spatial volumes 

that sought to reconcile the circularity of a central dome within a rectilinear ground plan. The 

solution employed at Jvari was the inscribed tetraconch [Fig. 2 / M]: at the heart of the church 

is a large dome that covers the naos (nave) of the church. Around this, there is a strong 

internal symmetry: four apses radiate out from the central square under the dome on the 

cardinal axes. On the diagonal between each apse a tall, cylindrical niche leads to a corner 

room. This cluster of spaces establishes the rectangular ground plan of the church.39 The 

dome and the space below it dominate the interior and the smooth transition down to the four 



apses gives the sense of a single, large interior volume [Fig. 3 / M]. The internal symmetry is 

subtly distorted by the elongation of the barrel vaults beneath the western and eastern sides of 

the dome, which give the building a clear, but barely perceptible, longitudinal axis focused on 

eastern apse where the liturgy was celebrated. The octagonal drum of the dome rests on 

shallow squinches that rest on the sides of the arches over each apse without any clear 

relationship to the piers below.  

The hierarchy of the spaces inside the church—dome to apses to angle niches to 

corner rooms—is reflected on the exterior [Fig. 4 / L]. The central octagonal dome is the 

highest point of the building, clearly rising from its square base. From this central cube 

extend the four apses, and their hemispherical roofs lead the eye upward to the dome. The 

apses have additional prominence as they extend slightly beyond the rectangular ground plan 

that otherwise determines the footprint of the building. The lowest elements are the four 

corner rooms, whose pitched roofs slope to north and south like the aisles of a basilica. 

Arched niches that separate the central apses from the corner rooms add to the play of light 

and shadow on the facades, giving the impression that the apses have just burst through an 

otherwise flat surface.  

This complex design can be found in a number of other churches built in the seventh 

century across Georgia and Armenia. Seen as a group, they present a common practice of 

architectural adventurism in the Caucasus.40 Jvari’s most important counterpart is the 

Armenian church of St. Hripsime in Vagharshapat (now Echmiadzin), built over the site 

where Armenia’s first saint was martyred [Fig. 5 / L].41 St. Hripsime is similar in almost 

every respect to Jvari in terms of the core of its design, particularly the ground plan [Fig. 8b / 

M]. The two churches also share some of the same construction techniques, notably the way 

in which thin keystones complete the groin vaults in the corner rooms, embedding crosses 



into the very fabric of the building [Fig. 6 / M]. They both also have large relief crosses in 

their domes resembling rays of light bursting from the center.  

Within those broad correspondences, however, there are significant differences in how 

the two churches were executed. St. Hripsime is a more austere building with unadorned dark 

gray tuff walls. Its apses do not extend beyond the rectilinear ground plan (which is 

emphasized by a heavy three-step stylobate) and the angle niches rise above the roof line to 

form a cluster of small cupolas around the central dome. The flatness of the four facades at 

St. Hripsime, only enlivened by the central triangular gables, disguises its internal volumes. 

Internally, the buildings feel very different too. In St. Hripsime a cornice runs around 

the base of the dome, dividing the interior horizontally into different zones, in contrast to the 

undivided central space at Jvari [Fig. 7 / M]. The two churches also differ in the ways they 

use the squinches that transition from the square of the nave at ground level to the octagonal 

drum. At Jvari, the squinches perch on top of the four apse arches, whereas in St. Hripsime 

they are integrated with the apse arches, creating a more regular arcade that runs around the 

interior. Both Jvari and St. Hripsime have been extensively restored in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, but their current forms reflect their seventh-century origins.42 

The shared architectural language at Jvari and St. Hripsime extends to their symbolic 

importance. Although the two churches sit very differently in their landscapes—Jvari stands 

dramatically on the edge of cliff, St. Hripsime rises, seemingly at random, from a largely 

empty plain—both were built to celebrate the foundation legends of Christianity in the 

Caucasus in the first decades of the fourth century. Jvari marked the site where the first 

Christian king of Georgia, Mirian III (284-361), erected a monumental cross to mark the new 

religion on the land.43 The base of the cross survives beneath the dome of the present church 

(slightly off center because of the sharp fall away in the land to the west). Jvari overlooked 



the old capital of Mtskheta where St. Nino, the evangelist of Georgia, had performed the 

miracles that led to the Christianization of the country.  

The Church of St. Hripsime was one of three churches in Vagharshapat that 

commemorated key events in the Christianization of Armenia by St. Gregory the Illuminator 

in the early fourth century. It was built over the place where Hripsime, a virgin martyr, had 

been executed for refusing to renounce her chastity and religion (her tomb is in a small crypt 

beneath the main apse). Nearby was the Church of St. Gayane, the leader of Hripsime’s 

community of virgins, who offered herself up for martyrdom after seeing Hripsime’s 

example.44 The first shrines to both martyrs had been built by St. Gregory. The third church 

marked the spot where St. Gregory encountered Christ in a vision of light. This church was to 

become the main cathedral of Armenia and home of the catholicos.45  

The question is how to interpret this list of similarities and differences. They certainly 

show that the builders at each site envisioned that such loca sancta required similar kinds of 

holy space, but that they found different solutions to some of the technical challenges they 

faced. They also had different aesthetic visions for the appearance of their buildings, partly 

determined by the locations and materials available at each site. However, most scholars have 

focused on the differences to argue for a hierarchy between the buildings, and this has 

diverted attention from their common features. Each group offers arguments in favor of an 

earlier date to their preferred candidate, so providing a chronological underpinning for their 

assertions of either Georgian or Armenian artistic primacy.46 They have effectively recreated 

the theological splits of the Council of Dvin in 607 in modern academia. The arguments 

ultimately rely on subjective evaluations of each architectural feature (does the cornice that 

divides the upper and lower parts of the Church of St. Hripsime represent an improvement 

on, or a decline from the more unified space in Jvari? And can this be used to argue that it 

was built before or after Jvari?). 



The urge to create a single iterative building sequence is reductive and unhelpful. The 

building of Jvari took place over an extended period. Juansher’s Life of Vakhtang Gorgasali, 

the principal source for this period of Georgia’s history, notes that Guaram  (r. 588–ca. 590), 

the first ruling duke of Iberia, began building the church. His son Demetre (brother of the 

next ruling duke, Stepanoz I [r. ca. 590–605/627]) continued construction; and it was 

completed by Stepanoz’s successor, Adarnase I (r. 605/627–637/642). Adarnase’s son, 

Stepanoz II (r. 637/642–ca. 650), encircled the complex with walls, endowed the church for 

services, and built a palace at the site.47 All these men, bar Guaram, are depicted on the 

exterior of the church. No other church in Georgia is recorded in such detail, underscoring the 

importance of Jvari.  

The overlap in these regnal dates with those linked with the building of St. Hripsime 

and another inscribed tetraconch at Avan in Armenia suggests that any straightforward 

relationship of original and copy is highly unlikely [Fig. 8d / M].48 All these churches are 

variants on a common theme, whose “original” form cannot singly be assigned to either 

Georgia or Armenia. Moreover, the inscribed tetraconch churches are just one class of a 

larger group of monuments that experimented with domes and multiple apses and/or with 

rectilinear ground plans in the Caucasus in this period. Typological classifications have 

attempted to impose a Darwinian narrative of evolution on these churches, to show how 

churches developed from simple domed structures and open tetraconchs with petal-like 

ground plans until they reached their ultimate form in the inscribed tetraconches at Jvari and 

St. Hripsime [Fig. 8 / M].49 However, the varied dating of all these centralized buildings 

suggests that different designs coexisted; they did not simply develop in a straightforward 

linear progression toward an ever more sophisticated form. Thus, the free tetraconch with 

angled chapels at Ninotsminda [Fig. 8h / M] likely precedes Jvari, but that at Surb Zoravor 

near Yeghvard (built in the reign of Grigor Mamikonean, 661–685) postdates it [Fig. 8g / 



M].50 Equally, the tetraconch with cylindrical angle spaces at Soradir predates Jvari [Fig. 8e / 

M], and that at Kvetera postdates it [Fig. 8f / M].51 Builders and masons were in constant 

dialogue with each other, creating and adapting designs but crucially also revisiting them 

over the course of the centuries. Somkhiti and its neighboring regions in both Georgia and 

Armenia partook in a wider dialogue between masons, builders, churchmen, and patrons, all 

seeking to find ways to create holy spaces that suited their liturgical needs and manifested 

their symbolic, theological and metaphorical ideas in three-dimensional form. 

The correspondence in the Book of Letters shows that these sites were celebrated by 

all Christians in the region: Armenians came to Jvari and in return Georgians visited the 

shrines of Armenia. At the start of the seventh century, pilgrims to the sites were not divided 

by ethnicity, language, or religious confession (although the nature of the services conducted 

at each site may have been restricted by language and rite).52  

There is concrete evidence in support of this from Jvari itself. At the same time that 

the main church was built, the three main patrons (Stepanoz I, Demetre and Adarnase) also 

commissioned a “stele,” a monolithic stone cross, that was set up outside the church. Only 

one small fragment of the shaft of the cross now survives but the base is better preserved. It 

holds a bilingual inscription in Georgian and Armenian that commemorates the three donors 

and extends their memory among all visitors to the church: “This Mtskheta cross was erected 

in prayer for Stepanoz patrikios, Demetre hypatos and Adrnerse hypatos to save their souls 

and bodies and to protect their whole house.”53  

The very act of setting up a carved stele placed the three men squarely in the shared 

religious practices of Somkhiti-Gugark. Numerous other steles were set up across this region 

to mark holy places in the landscape. They are found in a wider area that stretched across 

northern Armenia and southern Georgia.54 Two examples, from Khandisi in Georgia and 

Odzun in Armenia, show how close the correspondences between them were [Figs. 9 and 10 / 



M].55 They were certainly made by craftsmen from the same workshop in the later sixth 

century. They share the same structure, with figures in rectangular frames with beveled 

edges, and the same domed top with blind arcades. They also share the same figural style, 

with identical furrow-like parallel ridges to create drapery patterns, similar elongated faces 

with wide, almond-shaped eyes that stare out at the viewer, and the same pattern of 

interlocking circles that decorates their reverse faces. Yet, they were clearly made for 

different communities and reference separate local myths and legends. The Odzun stele 

features an image of King Trdat (ruled 298-c.330), Armenia’s first king, with a boar’s head 

(reflecting his punishment before his conversion to Christianity);56 the Khandisi stele depicts 

a mother and child, most probably Saints Kvirike and Ivlita, who were important cult figures 

in Georgia. The surviving fragment of the Jvari stele also included local iconography: a scene 

from the life of one of the so-called Thirteen Assyrian Fathers, who were celebrated for 

bringing ascetic monasticism to Georgia in the late sixth century.57 

The epitome of the shared world of Somkhiti-Gugark is found in the Martyrdom of 

St. Shushanik, written in Georgian at the end of the fifth century by her confessor, Iakob of 

Tsurtavi.58 Shushanik (c.440–475) was the daughter of the Armenian general Vardan 

Mamikonian (387–451) and was married to Varsken (r. 470–482) , the Georgian-born 

pitiakhsh (Iranian viceroy) of the region. To further his career at the Sasanian court, Varsken 

renounced Christianity for Zoroastrianism and starved his wife to death in prison in Tsurtavi 

when she refused to apostosize with him. She carried an Armenian gospel book with her, but 

her confessor was a Georgian priest. The site of her burial attracted pilgrims from across the 

Caucasus, and her martyrdom was later avenged by the Georgian king Vakhtang Gorgasali 

(ca. 440–ca.502) who hunted Varsken down and executed him. The Passion applies the terms 

Armenian and Georgian to its protagonists, but it is impossible to find easy ways to 

distinguish the two communities, who lived and worked together, intermarried, and 



worshipped side by side. This provides the most apt metaphor for the architecture of Jvari and 

St. Hripsime. 

The architectural evidence of other seventh-century churches shows that if there was a 

schism between the Georgian and Armenian Churches it took time to work through to the 

people who built and used their places of worship. The schism was not as calamitous for 

architects as it was for churchmen. Eristavi (duke) Stepanoz II, who completed the complex 

at Jvari was also responsible for building a church at Tsromi in the west of Kartli, on the open 

plain of the river Mtkvari [Fig. 11 / L].59 Tsromi was an innovative design in Georgia in its 

use of four piers to support the central dome, and its introduction of deep triangular niches on 

the east facade to articulate the internal divisions of the church between central apse and side 

rooms. However, in a broader Caucasian context, Tsromi sits comfortably alongside a wider 

group of domed basilical churches, including the Armenian churches of Mren and St. Gayane 

in Vagharshapat.60 The engagement between Georgian and Armenian masons and builders 

clearly continued long into the 630s and 640s. 

Mren is celebrated for its connections to the Byzantine emperor Heraclius (ca. 575–

641, r. 610–641), and it may be that Tsromi has a similar pro-Byzantine status.61 It was built 

on the site of the martyrdom of St. Razhden (d. ca. 457), a Persian nobleman at the Georgian 

court. He was captured by Sasanian troops and executed when he refused to renounce his 

Christianity.62 The main center of his cult was Nikozi, where his body was moved soon after 

his death. In a deliberately provocative move, the Georgian king Vakhtang Gorgasali interred 

it in a church built on the site of a confiscated Zoroastrian temple. To build a second church 

for the Christian martyr at Tsromi fits well with anti-Persian polemics of Heraclius 

campaigns. The apse of the church was decorated in mosaic that might reflect closer ties to 

the Byzantine world.63 The tesserae are now lost, but the original under drawing shows that 



the composition depicted Christ standing in majesty.64 This iconography is echoed by that in 

the apse paintings in the Armenian churches at Mren and Aruch.65 

The architectural evidence suggests that Jvari is best understood in this wider 

Caucasian context. Given this, the question of how Jvari was separated from this group to 

become a distinctly Georgian monument, is crucial. At one level, the answer lies in the 

historiography of the monument that has been outlined; but this tells us more about the 

politics of art history in the twentieth-century Soviet world than it does about the monument 

itself. 

To a certain extent the nationalist separation visible in twentieth-century art historical 

texts echoed those of the seventh century. It is possible to see the roots of Jvari’s separateness 

in the Church Council at Dvin. Despite the evidence that the schism took a long time to 

trickle down to the level of architects and builders, it did have some immediate effects. The 

most visible of these was to ban Armenians from visiting Jvari. The Armenian catholicos 

Abraham sent out an encyclical proclaiming:  

Therefore the earlier resolution of our vardapets (scholar-theologians) which they 

decided in relation to Rome, and which will last until the end unless they shall return 

to the truth, we have ordered the same in relation to the Iberians, that is to say, not to 

share with them, neither in prayer nor food nor drink, nor friendship nor fostering 

children, nor going in prayer to the Cross which is celebrated through the sites at 

Mtskheta, nor to the [relic of the suppedaneum of the] cross at Manglisi, and not to 

receive them in these churches of ours, and to be completely distant in terms of the 

state of matrimony, but only to buy or sell something, as with the Jews.66  

 

The ban imposed an economic as well as a spiritual sanction on the Georgians. The 

Georgian catholicos Kyrion (595-610) complained that Georgians were not able to visit 



Armenian shrines (presumably including the burial site of St. Hripsime in Vagharshapat). 

Both acts were part of a tit for tat escalation that had already seen the Georgians banning 

Armenian language services at the shrine of St. Shushanik.67 The earlier inclusive language 

of catholicos Abraham became more divisive: Jvari was now “your Holy Cross,” the 

churches of Echmiadzin now “ours.”68 

These exclusionary actions widened the rift between the churches in favor of distinct 

entities based around language and ethnicity, and this then reinforced the idea that Jvari was a 

specifically Georgian site. It turned the church into a node around which other elements of 

Georgian identity could coalesce. It is possible that the builders of Jvari were already 

conscious of this and were accentuating the site’s importance in Iberia: one alternative 

reading of the end of the fragmentary inscription on the stele base at Jvari suggests that it 

proclaimed itself as being for the protection “of all Kartli” rather than “their whole house.”69 

Nevertheless, it was the decision of the Armenians to exclude themselves from the site that 

brought this more nationalist element sharply into focus. 

Setting Jvari apart from the wider Caucasian communion primarily served to cement 

the association of its cult of the cross with the Georgians. The cross was everywhere at Jvari: 

it was embedded into the fabric of the building in the dome and corner room vaults; it was 

displayed on the tympanum over the main entrance, where two angels raised it to heaven (in a 

circular form with flanged ends distinctive to Kartli) [Fig. 12 / S]. A tripartite composition on 

the drum of the dome (now dispersed, with one part lost) showed donors kneeling before the 

cross [Fig. 19 / S].70 The cross is invoked even when not visible: the central donor relief of 

Stepanoz I depicts the ruler at the imperious feet of Christ, but the accompanying Georgian 

inscription, written in the earliest Georgian asomtavruli alphabet, names only the cross as the 

agent of his salvation: “Cross of the Savior have mercy on Stepanoz, patrikios of Kartli.”71  



The aftermath of the schism of 607 marked the highpoint of the promotion of Jvari 

and the cross at the expense of other key sites associated with the conversion of Georgia in 

the fourth century.72 The most significant loser was the cathedral in Mtskheta, immediately 

across the river Mtkvari from Jvari. According to legend, this was the first Christian building 

in Iberia, but the builders found it impossible to complete as no one was able to set one of the 

columns upright. The pillar was only successfully erected by the intervention of an angel in 

response to St. Nino’s prayers. The miracle gave its name to the cathedral: Svetitskhoveli, the 

Cathedral of the Life-Giving Pillar. The sanctity of the pillar was further strengthened by the 

belief that it stood over the grave of a Jewish woman, who had been buried clutching the 

tunic worn by Christ at the crucifixion, which had been brought to Georgia immediately 

afterward. Both Svetitskhoveli and Jvari were the sites of healing miracles, but Svetitskhoveli 

was the original crux of Christianity in Georgia. 

The overshadowing of Svetitskhoveli by Jvari began in the later fourth century. With 

the permission of the king Mirdat III (r. 365–380) and the bishop Iakob, people began to 

remove chips of the living pillar as healing relics. This literally dismantled the object of the 

cult. The pillar relics were then set into crosses for veneration and so St. Nino’s pillar was 

transfigured, fragmented into new objects more associated with Jvari than Svetitskhoveli 

itself.73 The rebuilding of Svetitskhoveli as a basilica by Vakhtang Gorgasali in the late fifth 

century suggests the church had fallen into disrepair, but his new building does not seem to 

have revived its fortunes. During the sixth century Jvari grew in importance as a pilgrim site 

and interest in Svetitskhoveli declined. By the time of the disputes between the Georgians 

and Armenians at the Third Council of Dvin Svetitskhoveli simply did not feature in the 

debates: there was clearly no need to ban Armenian pilgrims from visiting it, even though it 

was just a kilometer from Jvari. The decline of Svetitskhoveli was further exacerbated by 

economic concerns as Mtskheta lost out to the new capital at Tbilisi.74 



The status of Jvari as the cornerstone of Georgian Christianity was cemented by the 

seventh century, by which time it had become a key reference point for other monuments. 

This is most clearly acknowledged in an inscription dated 616–19 on a stele found in the 

castle at Tsqise: “This cross of Christ, I, Kostanti, son of Stepane and Guda, raised in the 

name of the jvari [cross] of Mtskheta on this land purchased on the first [?day] of Shahraman 

as the place for our prayers, of [my] wife and children, November 17. Amen.”75 The letters 

Ⴟ~Ⴓ [J~O: jvaro “O Cross”] also began to appear on coins minted in Georgia at this time.76 

The dominance of Jvari as the ultimate manifestation of the cross can only have 

increased in the 620s when the emperor Heraclius seized the only two relics of the True Cross 

in Iberia—the wood of the suppedaneum that was kept in the cathedral of Manglisi, and the 

nails that were kept in Erusheti—to take them back to Constantinople, even though Adarnase, 

the builder of Jvari “importuned and begged the emperor not to remove these gifts from 

God.”77 

There is some evidence that the cult of St. Nino gained its first real impetus in the 

aftermath of the schism of 607, but this does not seem to have transferred to the cathedral of 

Svetitskhoveli. The full legend of St. Nino was first recorded in a text known as Moktsevay 

kartlisay [The conversion of Kartli] in the second half of the seventh century. It was the most 

prominent exponent of a new, more nationalistic Georgian literature that appeared at that 

time.78 

The final evidence in support of the growing importance of Jvari in this period comes 

from Armenian sources which sought to counter its influence by denying its existence. 

Numerous Armenian texts invented stories that the cross had been removed from Georgia and 

taken to Armenia where it could be truly venerated away from heretical Georgian eyes. Some 

of these stories are linked to St. Shushanik, now also being represented as a true Armenian 



patriot at heart.79 This negative evidence was not successful in undermining Georgian belief 

in Jvari. 

Thus, the roots of Jvari’s distinctiveness lie, paradoxically, in its similarities to 

Armenian monuments. In both medieval and modern histories, we can see that there was a 

need to counteract that narrative by reimagining the church as a uniquely Georgian 

monument. The Armenian ban on pilgrims visiting Jvari removed its original identity as a 

pan-Caucasian site and was complicit in its creation as a distinctly Georgian monument. 

 

Jvari and the end of the Georgian monarchy 

If the dispute with Armenia provided the greatest impetus for the reimagining of Jvari as a 

distinctly Georgian church, creating a border with Armenia, then the wider geopolitical 

events of the late sixth century that placed Jvari on two other frontiers—as that dot on the 

border between the Roman-Byzantine and Sasanian empires, and on the divide between being 

an independent monarchy and a dependent vassal state ruled by appointees agreed in 

Constantinople and Ctesiphon—gave this an additional edge.  

Both political limens can be investigated through another element of Jvari: the donor 

portraits on its east and south facades. These reveal the intersection of imperial and local 

politics. The main donors of the church appear in a set of three images on the east facade of 

the church.80 They most immediately speak to the constitutional crisis caused by the abolition 

of the Georgian monarchy in ca. 580, the first political lens through which to view the reliefs. 

They are the first monumental donor images to appear on a church in Georgia, and the need 

to advertise the new ruling elite is a sure sign of the fragility and novelty of their position.81  

The three reliefs around the apse place Stepanoz I in the center. To his right, on the 

south side of the apse, is his brother, Demetre, and to his left, on the north side, is Adarnase I 

and his infant son (later to become Stepanoz II) [Figs. 13–15 / L]. They were clearly 



composed as a set. They are all carved into shallow sandstone panels with idiosyncratic, 

irregularly rectangular frames.  

In the central panel, Stepanoz kneels before Christ who lays his right hand on the 

ruler’s head. In return Stepanoz touches the edge of Christ’s tunic; an angel carved in the 

hood molding above blows a trumpet to herald the Second Coming. The two outer figures are 

each directed toward the central scene by archangels, who gently guide their heads toward 

Christ. Stepanoz’s centrality must reflect his seniority, although Juansher’s chronicle credits 

most of the building work at Jvari to his brother, Demetre. The location on the east facade, 

surrounding the altar, placed the men in proximity to the holiest point inside the church while 

maintaining the visibility of their patronage.  

These reliefs are joined by depictions of other noble families on the south side of the 

church. In the two niches to either side of the main, southern entrance are badly eroded panels 

that commemorated a further five, unidentifiable figures: to the east two men are blessed by 

the Virgin,82 and in the west niche and a man and woman with a baby kneel before a saint, 

their arms raised in prayer.83 

When Jvari was being built, the new political arrangement of archdukes instead of a 

king was still a novelty. The Sasanian shah had succeeded in abolishing the monarchy by 

buying off the aristocracy. He offered guarantees to the nobility of Iberia that they would 

inherit most of the powers the monarchy had wielded, and that their rights, lands, and 

positions would be passed on to their heirs.84 The men depicted at Jvari were therefore 

complicit in the ending of a monarchy whose semi-mythical history could be traced back over 

eight hundred years. The portraits represent their first attempt to assert their newly endowed 

power and to justify its legitimacy.  

The men chose to present their authority by firmly establishing themselves within the 

Persian visual world of power. The three dukes and the men in the south facade niches appear 



in a similar guise: they wear Persian riding coats with long, hanging sleeves and elaborately 

woven hems as well as baggy trousers. It is likely that these were robes of honor, sent from 

Iran in recognition of these men’s new power.85 The dress closely accords with that recorded 

by Movses Daskhurantsi as being given by Shah Yazdagird III (r. 632–651) to Juansher, a 

prince in Caucasian Albania (r. 637-80), in ca. 640: “They clothed him in a dark tunic with 

four hems, and taffeta and silken Persian coats with fringes of spun gold” as well as a belt of 

gold studded with pearls.86 

The faces of the dukes are mostly lost, but where fragments survive it is possible to 

see that the men had large, oval eyes and thick, straight mustaches that stretched out across 

their cheeks to their ears. Their hair and beards were tightly curled. The portraits align with 

the magnificent depictions of Khosrow II (r. 590–628) at Taq-i Bustan in western Iran, where 

the shah’s attendant gods wear identical attire, and all the men sport elaborate curled beards 

[Fig. 16 / M].87  

The choice of Persian dress and appearance may have been envisaged originally to 

place the dukes of Kartli among their peers in Armenia as part of an international fellowship 

of rulers. By emphasizing the shared language of power they could appear as the pan-

Caucasian guardians of a shared holy site open to all Christians in the region. In their 

portrayals on the west tympanum at Mren, Davit Sarahuni and Nerseh Kamsarakan wear 

similar Persian cloaks.88 It was only in the aftermath of the schism with Armenia that these 

images could be recast as more distinctively Georgian. 

The multiplication of images on the church addressed other concerns as well, which 

cast the abolition of the monarchy in a different light. Clearly one of the shah’s goals in 

abolishing the monarchy was to fragment power by diluting it among a series of families, 

each of whom would be as much engaged in defending or increasing their own power as in 

building a credible opposition to Sasanian overall control of the region. This was further 



fragmented by the interference of the Byzantines, which provided another way to sow 

internal divisions and discord: “For the sons of Dachi were subject to the Persians, while the 

sons of Mirdat remained subject to the Greeks.”89  

The presence of so many figures on the church suggests that the Georgian nobility 

initially reacted against this. The reliefs can be read as an assertion of unity among the 

nobility. While Stepanoz I and Demetre were brothers, and descendants of Vakhtang 

Gorgasali through the Guaramid branch of the family, Adarnase, who appears in the third 

panel with his son Stepanoz II, came from the rival Chosroid branch, initially outmaneuvered 

by Guaram and his sons.90 It was only on Stepanoz I’s death that the Chosroids could regain 

primacy. Yet on Jvari the reliefs present a vision of harmony (however fictional) between the 

families. The now-eroded panels in the south facade niches presumably represented other 

branches of the family, extending its message of ducal cooperation. The prominent inclusion 

of children in at least two of the panels underscores the desire to secure the families’ 

longevity and hereditary rights. 

 

Jvari and the Byzantine-Sasanian Treaty of 591 

The emphasis on unity and harmony was given further impetus by the wider wars between 

the regional superpowers of Byzantium and Sasanian Iran that had been fought in Georgia 

and Armenia throughout the sixth century. This is the third lens through which to view the 

church and its decoration. In 591, exhausted by a century of on-off fighting, the two empires 

signed a new treaty (optimistic given the failure of both the so-called “Eternal Peace” of 532, 

and the “Fifty Year Peace” of 572). This divided Iberia into spheres of influence, with the 

border running along the river Mtkvari. Mtskheta to the west fell to the Byzantines, Tbilisi to 

the east to the Persians.91 Jvari sat on the border itself.  



The coalition of donors on the walls of Jvari can be seen as a response of Georgians 

on both sides of the new frontier to the partition. It presented a model of a new identity for 

Iberia as an independent entity, based around political autonomy and a distinct Christian 

tradition. The three men depicted on the east facade variously held power in the Byzantine-

controlled province of Kartli and in the Persian-controlled province of Kakheti to the east. 

They worked across the frontier: Guaram, established as duke in Byzantine Mtskheta, 

proceeded to found the Sioni church in Sasanian-controlled Tbilisi.92 Jvari provided the ideal 

location to present a rival vision of Georgia as a state that reached into both spheres of 

influence, nullifying the idea of it being a border monument to Georgia’s division.  

Jvari’s sensitive location meant that the Georgian rulers needed to negotiate a path 

between both Byzantine and Iranian powers. Other details of the donor images exploited both 

superpowers’ traditions and expectations. As shown above, the men’s dress showed them as 

members of the Persian court. This could potentially have been problematic, as Persian dress 

signified very different meanings in the Roman-Byzantine world. In Constantinople, for 

example, it was more likely to be associated with the defeated than seen as emblematic of 

power: it is the dress worn by defeated barbarians depicted at the feet of Theodosios I on the 

obelisk base in the hippodrome, at the very heart of empire.93 

The depictions at Jvari counterbalance their Persian appearance with elements that 

would speak to Byzantine viewers. These are most evident in the large, legible inscriptions 

written in the Georgian asomtavruli alphabet that fill the remaining space in all the panels. In 

addition to that describing Stepanoz as “patrikios of Kartli”; the other two read: “Holy 

Archangel Michael, aid Demetre hypatos”; “Holy Archangel Gabriel, aid Adrnerse 

hypatos.”94 Patrikios and hypatos were Byzantine court honors, bestowed on the rulers of 

Iberia from Constantinople. The tradition of awarding Georgian rulers Byzantine titles had 



been established in 588 when emperor Maurice (r. 582–602) gave Guaram I the title of 

kuropalates when he installed him as the first presiding duke of Iberia.  

Guaram is described by the chroniclers as the first builder at Jvari, yet he was not 

included in the donors on the east facade. This may be because his contribution was to build 

the small chapel to the north of the main church.95 The chapel provided an enclosed space for 

worship at the site of Mirian’s cross, before the decision was made to enclose the cross 

completely. It also acted as the dynastic mausoleum for the dukes who were buried in the 

crypt below.96 Earlier rulers had been buried in the churches in Mtskheta itself; this was 

another marker of the way significance was moving away from the heart of the kingdom to 

the frontier itself. Mirian, the first Christian king, had been buried in the church of Samtavro 

just outside the old city walls; and Vakhtang Gorgasali had been buried in his new church at 

Svetitskhoveli (where, we are told by his chroniclers: “On his tomb is depicted his image 

[khati] life-size. Now nothing is clear beyond his armor and clothing”).97  

The relatively small scale of Guaram’s chapel was compensated for by the 

magnificence of its decoration. Glass mosaic tesserae found in the apse show that it originally 

had a glittering interior.98 The mosaic presumably depicted Christ or the Virgin, but its very 

presence was a signifier of Byzantine allegiance. Guaram had spent time in Constantinople 

after the failure of the 572 revolt against the Persians in which he had supported the 

Armenian rebel Vardan II Mamikonian (387–451).99 It is possible that he brought mosaicists 

to Georgia when he returned as a way to advertise his new pro-Byzantine stance (as well as 

his wealth and status).100 The combination of Sasanian and Byzantine elements at Jvari 

suggests that the rulers of Iberia were attempting to accommodate both powers, but it should 

be noted that the balance was skewed: Sasanian dress was immediately obvious to all 

viewers, the Byzantine titles only evident to those able to read the inscriptions.  



Ultimately, however, the church and its reliefs can be read in a very different way. For 

all the Sasanian and Byzantine attributes of the depicted figures, what matters most is the 

Christian context in which they are shown. The close relationship between each ruler and the 

divine—whether Christ or an archangel—is crucial. It presents an alternative to the earthly 

narrative of Iberian authority being bestowed by emperor or shah and presents the true origins 

of their power as coming directly from God. The images depict this contract and show that 

the dukes of Iberia now acknowledged only one true overlord, Christ. Disguised as piety, the 

reliefs were a manifesto of earthly autonomy and independence.  

The emergence of this distinct Georgian, Christian identity can be seen on coins as 

well. Guaram I was the first local ruler to mint coins in Georgia. These copied the Sasanian 

coins of Hormizd IV. They replaced the profile bust of the shah with that of Guaram but 

retained the Zoroastrian imagery of a fire altar on their reverse. The coins were a reminder of 

Georgia’s dependence on the Iranian economy at this time. When Stepanoz I came to power 

he made one small but significant alteration to the design: he replaced the fire on the altar on 

the reverse with a cross [Fig. 17 / S].101 This was a much more overt reference to Christianity 

than the cryptic “J-O” on earlier coins and could be seen as a direct confrontation to 

Zoroastrianism. The change seems to have been part of the delicate balancing act that 

Stepanoz was trying to achieve. He had reversed his father’s pro-Byzantine stance to ally 

himself with Sasanian Iran (Guaram seems to have had close personal ties to Maurice, and so 

the emperor’s murder by Phokas in 602 ended any ties of loyalty to Byzantium). Yet within 

the Sasanian economy he now marked his realm out as belonging to the Christian world. The 

Byzantines claimed that this made them the Georgians’ natural overlords: “Since the 

Georgians have abandoned idol-worship, henceforth they are subject to the Greeks. . . . I 

[Maurice, the Byzantine emperor] am the supporter and patron of all Georgians and of all 

Christians.”102  



Stepanoz I may also have been trying to find a way to deescalate the growing hostility 

between the Georgian and Armenian Churches. Stepanoz’s relief at Jvari shows him as an 

advocate of Christianity, but this is oddly contradicted by Georgian chronicles. Juansher 

derides him: “he was impious and did not fear God; he did not serve God, nor did he increase 

religion and [the building of] churches.”103 As with so much about Jvari the textual and 

material evidence seems irreconcilable. However, it is possible that the Georgian chronicler’s 

dismissal of Stepanoz reflects a confessional, rather than a broader religious, condemnation. 

Juansher may have condemned Stepanoz because he had been trying to maintain the anti-

Chalcedonian alliance with the Armenians. By the late eighth century, when Juansher’s 

chronicle was written, the pro-Chalcedonian position of the Georgian Church was firmly 

entrenched and he would have had no incentive to praise an anti-Chalcedonian ruler. 

The nature of power depicted at Jvari suggests that Sasanian influence in Georgia was 

increasingly a fragile facade that was beginning to crack. The superficial resemblances 

between the Iberian and Sasanian ruling elites were increasingly undermined. Stepanoz’s 

coins show his desire to assert the Iberians increasingly militant and public adherence to 

Christianity in a medium that would circulate into the heartlands of Iran. The introduction of 

Byzantine titles that sought to duplicate or replace the Iranian administrative positions of the 

marzpan and pitiakhsh (military governor and marcher lord) show a state that was beginning 

to rebuild its ruling structures in a new way.  

One final assertion of independence is found on the relief above the main south door 

into the church [Fig. 18 / L]. It shows a donor kneeling down before a standing saint who 

raises his right hand in blessing and holds a holy book in his covered left hand. At first glance 

the figure might be Christ, but the accompanying inscription names him: “St. Stephen have 

mercy on Kobul St. . . . i.” The nobleman is often identified as Stepanoz II, but this remains 

uncertain and problematic.104 The panel has the same irregular rectangular form as the panels 



on the east facade but is carved in a slightly different style. It broadly copies the composition 

of the Stepanoz I relief, but replaces its rounded, more naturalistic forms with a more angular 

technique, most evident in the zig-zag pleats at the feet of the standing figure and the angular 

pattern of the cloth that hangs from his left hand. The man wears an ornate belt, similar to 

that mentioned in the honorific dress given to the Caucasian Albanian prince Juansher.  

The angular style of the relief can be linked with the panel of the kneeling donor now 

inserted on the drum of the dome [Fig. 19 / S]. Both panels must date later than the reliefs on 

the east facade, and a gap of fifteen to twenty years has plausibly been proposed.105 This time 

frame fits the textual evidence of the length of time that building work continued at the site in 

the early seventh century.  

The two later panels show the continued desire of the next generation of ruling 

families to associate themselves with Jvari. By the 630s the split between the Georgian and 

Armenian Churches was becoming more firmly entrenched. The campaigns of Heraclius in 

the Caucasus had embedded Byzantine power in the region and promoted and supported the 

Chalcedonian Church. This gave the Georgian Church greater authority, which served only to 

strengthen the idealized sense of Georgian-ness that Jvari presented. 

 

Conclusion 

During the course of its building, Jvari both subverted the border but also created and defined 

it. Some elements of subversion were conscious, notably the carefully modulated vision of 

princely power that was articulated first in the donor reliefs on the east facade of the church 

and then reinforced by the panels added on the south facade and dome. These images of men 

and families encapsulated a transregional model of power that drew on both Byzantine and 

Sasanian motifs but presented them in a distinctly local form. The use of low-relief sculpture 

was indigenous to the Caucasus, and the implicit message of autonomy that underlay the 



Christian imagery established a new association between religion and power. The panels 

were designed to create a sense of order and unity in a divided and fractious country. The 

desire to present Jvari as a pan-Caucasian pilgrim site underscored this vision of unity. 

At the same time, however, Jvari began to create a new border. As the Georgian and 

Armenian Churches separated, Jvari became increasingly emblematic of a distinct, 

autonomous Georgian Church. From the middle of the seventh century, the location and cult 

importance of Jvari underpinned a sense of Georgian identity, however idealized, that 

coalesced around the church. As contact with, and direct experience of, Armenian churches 

decreased, even the architecture could be reimagined as specifically Georgian; an idea 

reinforced in twentieth-century scholarship. 

The possible reading of the inscription on the stele at Jvari as referring to “all Kartli” 

emphasizes the site’s importance as a center where a new sense of identity was promoted and 

celebrated. The cult importance of Jvari, its architecture, and sculptural decoration 

represented a synthesis that combined language, religion, ethnicity, and kinship and united 

them through a vision of a shared history that was being shaped by the new ruling elite of 

Iberia. The desire to belong to this collective of people can be traced elsewhere. Both 

Armenians and Georgians had important expatriate communities in the Holy Land, and at 

about the time that Jvari was built we find similar references there. A mosaic floor just 

outside the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem is dedicated to “the memorial and salvation of all 

Armenians, whose name the Lord knows.”106 Georgian inscriptions similarly invoked 

membership of the larger group “of the Iberians.” 107 It was still too early to define exactly 

what these terms encapsulated, and political, religious, and even linguistic affiliations could 

all be changed. However, geography could not: Jvari’s location on the edge placed it at the 

heart of ideas of what it meant to be Georgian in the early Middle Ages. 

 



Coda 

One thousand years after it was built, Jvari found itself on the frontier for one last time. In 

1694, Erekli I, king of Kakheti (ruled 1675–1676, 1703–1709), set up camp at the church. 

From there, his army could look down across the river Aragvi to Mtskheta, where his rival, 

Giorgi XI, king of Kartli (ruled 1675-88, 1703-1709), was encamped.108 Both men were still 

in their own realms: Jvari now lay within the borders of Kakheti, while Mtskheta was in the 

kingdom of Kartli. The division was now firmly ensconced in the bureaucracy of Georgia: in 

his Description of Georgia completed in 1745, Vakhushti Bagrationi organized his accounts 

by kingdom and administrative province, leading to Jvari and Mtskheta being separated by 

almost two hundred pages, despite their geographical proximity.109  

Jvari was now only important for its strategic military location, overlooking the major 

arterial road that connected eastern and central Georgia, which ran beside the river Mtkvari. 

Both kings ruled at the will of the Safavid shahs of Iran and had, nominally at least, to 

convert to Islam. Erekli had been brought up at the Russian court, and Giorgi was fully 

enmeshed in the intrigues of the Safavid court (he was later to become governor of Kandahar 

province in Afghanistan, where he was murdered).110 Neither man was invested in Jvari as a 

symbol of a united Georgian state at a time of division. 

Jvari was no longer the base for the making of a nation; the only postmedieval 

building work there was the erection of defensive walls around the complex in the 

seventeenth century. Its position in the cultural memory of Georgia had receded and attention 

now focused on Mtskheta once again [Fig. 20 / L]. The legends underpinning the cathedral of 

Svetitskhoveli and the Christianization of Georgia now dominated attempts to rebuild a sense 

of Georgian identity. The cathedral had been rebuilt on a monumental scale in the early 

eleventh century by the catholicos Melkisedek (catholicos 1010–1029) as part of his 

campaign to establish the autocephaly of the Georgian Church and his claim to be the 



“Patriarch of the East.”111 His new cathedral once again focused attention on the legend of St. 

Nino and the miraculous life-giving pillar, a tradition that was periodically reinforced. In the 

late twelfth century the Nikoloz Gulasberidze (catholicos 1150-78, 1185-ca.1190) produced 

the greatest articulation of the legends in his Sermon on the Life-giving Pillar, the Lord’s 

Loincloth and the Catholic Church.112 

Following the collapse of its dome in 1656, Svetitskhoveli became a major focus of 

royal patronage. Mariam Dadiani (1599–1682), wife of Rostom, king of Kartli (r. 1633–

1658) repaired the dome and repainted the interior; she was one of the major patrons of the 

Georgian Church in seventeenth-century Georgia.113 Two decades later a new tabernacle was 

erected over the site of Sidonia’s grave and the life-giving pillar by catholicos Nikoloz VII 

(catholicos 1678–1688) and painted with scenes recording the miracles of St. Nino. His 

successor Ioane VII (catholicos 1688–1691) built a new patriarchal throne. At about this time 

the cross from Jvari was also transferred to Svetitskhoveli.114 Georgian historical memory 

now rested firmly with St. Nino and the life-giving pillar. Jvari was to remain neglected and 

forgotten until rediscovered by the first antiquarian scholars in the nineteenth century.115 
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Image Captions  

01 Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–ca. 640. Distant view 

from the south. Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Antony Eastmond 

02 Ground plan of Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–ca. 640. 

Plan by Matilde Grimaldi 

03 Interior view to dome in Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–

ca. 640. Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Diego Delso 

04 Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–ca. 640. View from south 

west. Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Gilad Topaz 

05 Church of St. Hripsime, Vagharshapat, Armenia. ca. 618–30. View from southeast (with 

St. Gayane beyond). Artwork in the public domain; photograph by Hovhannes Kyurkchyan, 

1887; photograph provided by the Armenian Historical Museum, Yerevan 

06 Cross in groin vault of the southwest corner room of Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, 

Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–ca. 610. Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by 

Davit Khoshtaria 

07 Interior view to dome in the Church of St. Hripsime, Vagharshapat, Armenia. ca. 618–30. 

Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Antony Eastmond 

08 Ground plans:  

A: Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia, ca. 586–640 

B: Church of St. Hripsime, Vagharshapat, Armenia, ca. 618–30 

C: Dzveli Shuamta, Georgia, seventh century 

D: Church of the Mother of God, Avan, Armenia, ca. 590–600 

E: Church of the Holy Cross, Soradir, Armenia (now in Turkey), 6th century 

F: Kvetera, Georgia, tenth century 



G: Surb Zoravor near Veghvard, Armenia, 661–85 

H: Ninotsminda, Georgia, sixth century. Plans by Matilde Grimaldi 

09 The four faces of the stele from Khandisi, Georgia. 6th–7th century (destroyed in 1992–

93). Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by the Giorgi Chubinashvili Institute 

for the History of Georgian Art, Tbilisi 

10 Detail of west face of south stele at Odzun, Armenia. 6th–7th century. Artwork in the 

public domain; photograph provided by Sipana Tchakerian 

11 Tsromi, Georgia, 632–40. View from the southeast. Artwork in the public domain; 

photograph provided by Antony Eastmond 

12 Ascension of the cross. Stone relief over the main, south entrance of Jvari, the Church of 

the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–ca. 610. Artwork in the public domain; 

photograph provided by Antony Eastmond 

13 Demetre hypatos kneeling before an angel. Stone relief on the southeast face of the east 

apse of Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–ca. 610. Artwork in 

the public domain; photograph provided by Zaza Skhirtladze 

14 Stepanoz I patrikios before Christ. Stone relief on the east face of the east apse of Jvari, 

the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 586–ca. 610. Artwork in the public 

domain; photograph provided by Zaza Skhirtladze 

15 Adarnase hypatos and his son Stepanoz II kneeling before an angel. Stone relief on the 

northeast face of the east apse of Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 

586–ca. 610. Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Salome Meladze  

16 Khosrow II between Ahura Mazda and Anahita. Stone relief at Taq-i Bustan, Iran. ca. 600. 

Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Mohsen Chareh-Saz 

17 Silver drachm of Stepanoz I, ca. 600, obverse shows Stepanoz I, reverse shows cross on an 

altar. Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Georgian National Museum 



18 Kobul kneeling before St. Stephen. Stone relief over the south door of Jvari, the Church of 

the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 630. Artwork in the public domain; photograph 

provided by Zaza Skhirtladze 

19 Kneeling donor. Stone relief on the south face of drum of the dome at Jvari, the Church of 

the Holy Cross, Mtskheta, Georgia. ca. 630. Artwork in the public domain; photograph 

provided by Zaza Skhirtladze 

20 Jvari, the Church of the Holy Cross, seen from Svetitskhoveli, the Cathedral of the Life-

Giving Pillar, Mtskheta, Georgia. Cathedral built 1010–29 (west facade restored 1413–40; 

dome restored 1656). Artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Antony 

Eastmond. 
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