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VAKHTANG GORGASALI
Political Orientation and Separatism
Abstract

Vakhtang Gorgasali ascended the throne of Kartli at the age of 7 in 438. Naturally, Vakhtang in
his minority couldn’t reign. Thereupon, royal authority mainly was in the hands of his mother, Queen
Sagdukht.

Vakhtang was brought up by Saurmag Spaspet, Mikael Archbishop and others.

The followers of the Greek political orientation of the court of Kartli acquainted Vakhtang with
the Georgian-Greek culture.

The Huns, which included the Alans in their army, attacked Kartli to the North Caucasus in 441.
They destroyed important portion of Kartli, captured Vakhtang’s 3 years old sister — Mirandukht and
returned to the South Caucasus through Darubandi.

In response of the Hun-Alans, the Georgians under the leadership of Vakhtang campaigned in
the South Caucasus in 447. The campaign ended with the victory of Georgians, after of which king
Vaktang closed the paths running from the North Caucasus and placed them under the control of Kartli
Kingdom. After the successful campaign in the North Caucasus, King Vaktang went to West Georgia.
Battles between Byzantine and Persia took place in that period. As it seems, Persia was eager to open a
second front to the Byzantines in West Georgia and used army of Kartli headed by Vakhtang with this
purpose. During 3 years, in 447-450, Vaktang placed almost the whole West Georgia (except Tsikhe-
Goji) under his command and returned peacefully to Mtskheta.

Iran’s armed forces, one of the members of which was Vakhtang, set against the military forces
of Byzantine by 453. In 455-456, Vakhtang confronted the heads of Iran’s military forces. In this
period, Byzantine started the secret negotiations with King Vakhtang. At the side of Byzantine, Priest
Petre and Samuel Monk headed the negotiations. Soon, as a result of negotiations, King Vakhtang
changed his political orientation. He rejected Iranian political vector and adopted Byzantine political
orientation. Caesar of Byzantine gave the kingship of Egrisi to Vakhtang and crowned him. As a result
of the agreement with Byzantine, Vaktang left the coalition army of Iran. After weakening military
forces of Iran, Byzantines started a campaign against Iran and defeated the Iranians. As it seems,
Iranians realized Vakhtangs’ actions, accused him in betrayal and confiscated his kingship of Kartli.

King Vakhtang was aware of the fact that Iran would not accept both losing control of Kartli and
the change of political orientation by royal authority of Kartli. The king was convinced that Iran would
try to subdue Kartly by force. Thereupon, he started preparations in advance.

As soon as Vakhtang returned to Mtsketa, he began active preparations (repairment and
equipment of fortresses, provision them with food, equipment of combats, production new weapons,

training of combats, etc) for the future campaign against Iran.
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In 460, Iran’s armed forces invaded Kartli. In this period, pitiakhsh of Lower Kartli —\Varsken
was the head of Rani. Varsken (accordingly Lower Kartli ) did not obey the jurisdiction of Kartli.
Actually, Iranians had reached Thilisi without battles. As a result of the first battles near Thilisi,
Georgians were defeated and retreated to the vicinity of Mtskheta. King Vakhtang wore a gold helmet
on the front part of which a wolf and on the back part a lion was depicted. As soon as Vakhtang would
appear on the battle field, the Iranians would shout: “beware of the wolf-headed!”. Thereupon,
Vakhtang was named as Gorgasal (wolf-headed). The battles at the vicinity of Mtsketa lasted 4 mon-
ths. In this period, the information about sending a rescue army by Byzantine to the Georgians was
disseminated. Appearance of Byzantine army accelerated the process of decision making about
making peace with Georgia. By that time, Vakhtang hadn’t rejected the Greek orientation and hadn’t
adopted the pro-lranian line. According to the advice of Byzantines, Vakhtang established good-
neighbor relations with the Persians on the base of the principle of co-existence. Persia gave the
kingship of Kartli again to Vakhtang and promised that Persia wouldn’t interfere in the affairs of the
church of Kartli. Besides, in order to strengthen political relations, Iran asked that Vakhtang’s sister
married Iranian shah.

“The Martyrdom of the Holy Queen Shushanik” reveals that Iranian officials, who were
responsible for controlling everyone and everything, were in Tsurtavi. Factually, with the help of
Varsken the Iranians politically separated Lower Kartli from Kartli and established their own rule. Iran
tried to punish royal court of Kartli by manipulating the territories of Lower Kartli and Hereti and
seizing the territories of Kartli for different reasons. Iran tried to force King Vakhtang to reject
Byzantine political course and return to pro-Iranian orientation. It is worth stating, that the royal court
of Kartli did not recognize the borders, which had been recognized by the authorities of Iran. As it
seems, the border, which was unrecognized by Vakhtang, ran at Rustavi town since 60s of 5" ¢. The
Iranians controlled almost every stage of Tsurtavi’s administrative authority, though they could not
predict Shushanik’s actions.

In 460-468, the state Hephthalites of Iran fought against the Huns. VVakhtang Gorgasali and his
military forces were incorporated into an armed unit of Iran in this war. In this period, Vakhtang was
pressured both by Iranian authorities and Byzantines. Despite the rather difficult political challenges,
royal court of Kartli managed (from 460-468) to balance interests of Iran and Byzantine.

The new political phase had begun since the second half of 468. Kartli rejected again the pro-
Iranian course and showed intensive interest in Byzantine. According to the advice of Byzantines, he
sent a message to the royal court of Byzantine, in order to consecrate Petre as a catholicos and Samuel
as a bishop and send them to Kartli along with the daughter of Caesar, who was recognized as a wife
of Vakhtang.

At a solemn meeting, Mikael Bishop found out that VVakhtang demanded to bring the catholicos
and the bishop to Kartli from Byzantines. Fearing to lose his post, Mikael cursed and excommunicated

Vakhtang and his whole army. When King Vakhtang approached him for reconciliation, he kicked
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him in the mouth and broke several of his teeth. Intensive confrontation between the king and clergy
began. Mikael was supported by 12 bishops, which meant that parishioners of 12 administrative-
territorial units were on his side and that these units were not under the jurisdiction of royal court of
Kartli. Vkhtang urgently had to take measures. Mikael Bishop was imprisoned and a new request was
sent to Byzantine. Vaktang demanded to consecrate Petre as a catholicos as soon as possible and to
send him to Kartli along with 12 bishops.

Those, who were withdrawn from Byzantine, were at Mtskheta by the end of the 468. They
unbound curse from the king and his army. Afterwards, in order to strengthen religious figures, who
had supported Vakhtang, Samoel became a bishop.

Along with the reforms of church Vakhtang has been credited with foundation of several
church-monasteries, fortresses and towns. He had built Svetitskhoveli in Mtskheta, a fortress in
Ujarma with a palace, a church and a gate. He had also built a church in Cheleti. Later he began
building works, in order to move the capital into Thilisi.

In 80s of 5" ¢, there was an extremely tense political situation in Iran. Vakhtang Gorgasal took
advantage of this situation. He secretly went to the territory of Lower Kartli and put to death Varsken.
The Georgians turned to be unprepared for the new invasion of the Persians. The small army of
Georgians was defeated in the very first battle against the Persians.

Byzantine did not help the Transcaucasian countries in rebellion against Iran.

Iran sent a new army Kartli in 484. Vakhtang Gorgasal had to exile in Egrisi. According to the
commend, Iranian army had to arrest Vakhtang Gorgasal. In that period, Iran did not have enough
resources for invasion of Georgia. Soon, Iranian army went back.

In 488, the phase of political changes had begun in Iran. In the spring of 491, Iranian shah,
Kavadh sent the ambassadors to Byzantine and demanded money for protection of the pass of the
Caucasus. Royal court of Byzantine refused to pay money to Iran.

In 491, Iranian royal court sent an intermediary to the king of Kartli and demanded to send his
army in the battle against Byzantine. Royal court of Kartli rejected proposal of Iran. Iranian army
entered the territory of Kvemo Kartli. Thus, royal court of Kartli transferred the populations of Kvemo
Kartli to the safer place.

The second part of the Persian army went to Kartli through Hereti. They invaded Khornabuji
town (Kambechovani) and went to Ujarma, where the King Vakhtang with his family resided. The
army invaded fortresses of Cherami and Veli on its way. King Vakhtang carried out the first
intelligence battles at the vicinity of the lori River.

The Georgians started general battle at the daybreak and chopped up the enemy. Before the
enemies realized the situation, Georgian troop headed by Vakhtang was already in the centre of their
camp. The bloody battle ended by the midnight with the glorious victory of the Georgians. In this

battle, the King Vakhtang was fatally wounded. He kept this fact secret as long as he could.
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The Persians did not renovate the battle. They left vicinity of the lori and went to Rustavi. An
administrative border of Rani Principality and Kartli was running between Rustavi and Thilisi.
Factually, achievement of anti-lranian rebellion of 482-484 — unification of Lower Kartli with Kartli
was lost. In 491, Iranians again subordinated the big portion of Lower Kartli. Wounded Vakhtang was
forced to face reality.

According to Vakhtang’s will, his eldest son, Dachi succeeded as a king. At the same time,
Vakhtang did not forget his sons from the second marriage. He gave them duchy and advised to obey
their elder brother.

King Vakhtang did not recognize territories, which were occupied by the Iranians. He still
considered Kartli within its old borders. He thought that the royal court of Kartli had to preserve
strategic relations with Byzantine with the help of which it could return territories, which were
occupied by Iran.

In 491, Vakhtang Gorgasli died at the age of 60. He was buried in Mtskheta with great honor.
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