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Early in the 12th century, David the Builder (1189-1125), king of already
independent, economically strengthened Georgia, decided to build a distinguished
church near Kutaisi (the then capital of the country). The construction of the church
commenced at Gelati - a flawless and beautiful site. The king envisioned this
church as surpassing anything that been done before...” The king, who directed
the construction personally and aven took part in some episodes of building activity
consecrated the churcl: (o the Holy Mother of God.

o - "_'---r—.d""'---__..

The construction lasted for tw=nly-five years and T s S ey
-i‘”-‘."..‘{‘“i 2 ,._"'\_* o
1| Yol Ta . —
the church was compleiad in 0, in the reign of = \:_._.\ \.‘_.;. S 1__; \
A~ vV TR e e
Demetre | (1125-1156). \ =
Most important is the fact that, in parallel to

the building of the Gelatli church, David the builder
founded in the same period, a higher school — an

institution of university type, conventionally called
academy in the scholarly literature. We shall
briefly touch on the antecedents that allowed the
consummation of this great undertaking (with due
account of David the Builder's great effort).

The first major educational centre in Georgia was set up in Georgia at the turn
of the 3rd-4th centuries. This was the higher school of rhetoric (Colchian academy)
founded in the city of Phasis, Colchis. The Greek philosopher Themistios (317-388)
notes proudly that he and his father Eugenios received education at the rhetorical
school of Colchis. Themistios praises the founder of the school, calling him “wise”
and “good”. He points out that at this school they did not teach shooting arrows and
spears and horsemanship — as was practised by the neighbouring barbarians - but
the art of rhetoric. According to Themistios, the Colchian school of rhetoric did not
differ from Greek and Roman schools in its trend and content of instruction. Along
with philosophy and rhetoric, the curriculum here included literature, the basics of
law, astronomy, music and elements of mathematics. Colchians, graduates of this
school, had distinguished themselves in eloquence at Greek festivals.

The spread of Christianity and its proclamation as the state religion contributed
to the setting up of educational institutions at churches and monasteries, and
hence the development of the system of education. The schools at churches
and monasteries in the 5th-7th centuries were primary and their purpose was to
train ministers of the church. The main subject of instruction here was the Holy
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Scripture. It was the same in later centuries too. It is not fortuitous that we find,
buildings at the monasteries of Opiza, Oshki, Shatberdi, Berta, Khandzta, etéi’f"

ot

designed for the schools (seminaries) attached to these monasteries. - ../

Significantly enough, Georgians acquainted themselves with the Byzantine
system of education - their school at which many Georgians received Greek
education. The large-scale activity, undertaken by Grigol Khandzteli, development
of hagiographic literature, translation activity spread of philosophical knowledge
— all this created a firm foundation for the progress of enlightenment.

In the 10th-11th centuries educational centres were established beyond
Georgian borders. There seems to have been more possibilities at those centres
for cultural activity (primarily intellectual potential and guaranteed security). Major
educational and scholarly work began at the Iviron monastery on Mount Athos in
the last two decades of the 10th century (980-983). The distance from Georgia

was no obstacle to this centre establishing close relationship with the Georgian

world. It was actually a Georgian academy on Athos, foundzd by loane and his
son Euthymius the Athonites. Great was the contribution of -iorgi the Hagiorite to
the monastery. It is notable that three hundred Georgian r:o:ks flourished at the
monastery on Mt. Athos and many of them engaged in litcrary, educational and
cultural activity under the guidance of Euthymius the Athonite. Euthyimius’ work in
the cultural and monastic arena was continued by Giorgi the Hagiorite. The school

on Mt. Athos served as a link of Georgia and her culture with abroad. It turned into

a solid literary and scholarly institution linking Georgia with culturally advanced

countries of the time.
The Georgian monastery in Petritsoni (Bachkovo) Bulgaria was of special

importance for Georgian education and culture. It was founded in the 11th century
(1083) by the Georgian Grigol Bakuriani, the Great Domestic (commander-in-
chief) of the western provinces of Greece. The Typicon of the Georgian monastery
of Petritsoni. written in Greek and Georgian, had come down to us. The monastery
was designed for Georgians. The Petritsoni educational centre was headed by
loane Petritsi (Petrisoneli), an outstanding philosopher of his time. A theological
seminary was opened at Petritsoni for training the youth. The seminary trained
staff for scholarly work that flourished at the Petritsoni Academy. A special, so-
called Petritsoni literary school took shape at the Petritsoni monastery, introducing
an Hellenophile trend. loane Petritsi set Georgian scholarly thought on the road of
national development. In general, the Petritsoni educational centre paved the way
to raising higher education in Georgia to a new stage.

The Georgian monastic colony on the Black Mountain (in the monastery
of Symeon the Wonderworker near Antioch) was engaged in major cultural-
educational work. Up to sixty Georgians flourished here in the 12th century. Eprem
Mtsire, superior of Kastana church nearby, contributed to Georgian activities in
the cited monastery. It should be noted that a literary-grammatical school was
formed on the Black Mountain through the endeavours of Eprem Mtsire and loane
Parnakeli. The school played a significant role in Georgian literature.

In the 11th century, the Georgians built the Monastery of the Cross near
Jerusalem (Prokhore from Shavsheti is named as the builder of the monastery).
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Up to eighty Georgians rallied to the monastery. The Georgian
King Bagrat IV (1027-1072) and his mother Queen Mariam granted
material support to the monastery. Large-scale literary activity
started here, including intensive copying of books. The monastery
turned into a centre of Georgian literature in Palestine.

It should be noted that in the 11th-12th centuries Georgians
flourished in other monasteries of Palestine as well, contributing to
the development of Georgian culture and literature.

Early in the 11th century feudal Georgia united politically.
However, the country faced many difficulties, such as big feudal lords
bent on internal separatism, the reactionary wing of the church, the
fight against foreign enemies (Byzantium, the Seljuk Turks). By the
12th century the country grew strong politically and economically

(agrarian, financial, military, church and judicial reforms were

carried out). The strong country needed corresponding education

and culture. From early {imes Georgia had boasted high cultural

(architecture, gold-smithing, music, hymnography) and educational

(school of rhetoric at i"hasis, schools attached to monasteries)

traditions. But when the country fought various enemies, the development of these
traditions was somewhal hampered.

Early in the 12" century a favourable environment was created in Georgia
for the spiritual development of the people; cultural construction was given green
light. Real preconditions were created for the establishment of a centre of higher
education, via a high-educational institution.

David |V the Builder, the king who really united all Georgia (his title was;
King of the Abkhaz, the Georgians, Rans, Kakhis, Armenians, Shirvanshah and
Shahansha") being considered a great champion of Christianity ("Sword of the
Messiah”) in the Near East, took upon himself the launching of a new stage. He
was considered a great erudite of his time.

Finding the country ready by its political and economic level and theoretical
knowledge, David the Builder “conceived the idea of building a monastery™'. Building
of a monastery implied the necessary setting up of an educational establishment
or higher school whose task was defined as “learning of all that was of value, for
the teaching of knowledge”. The claim was high, and its implementation would
accordingly be difficult. The king specially chose a site for building the monastic
complex: Gelati, situated near the then capital of Georgia Kutaisi. The place stood
out for its picturesqueness, lying on the left bank of the Tsqaltsitela, with a hilly
terrain rich in woods and immersed in greenery. In parallel with the building of the
monastery, the Gelati academy — a university type institution — was set up there.

One structure (now in ruins) stands out in the Gelati monastic complex—along
hall with window vaults and additional facilities. This has proved to be a remnant

1 This and the following quotations are borrowed from Katharine Vivian's translation, “The
Georgian Chronicle", Amsterdam, 1951, pp. 13-14.
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of the academy building. The building was put up for an educational purpose. Itis
of secular-civic style. The floor is solid; the desks along the walls were desigﬁéﬂ
for students. The shelves built in the walls were used for keeping the training aids,
The place assigned in the middle of the hall (table and seat) was for the lecturer.
The main facade of the educational centre (academy) looked westward, facing the
village. The main entrance of the building appears to have had an arched roof. In a
word, the building of the academy was considered a good structure in its day.

David's historian stresses the purpose assigned by the Georgian king to the
new educational centre: for it to become “a second Jerusalem of all the East for
learning” and “a second Athens”. Thus, the task was very important: Gelati was
to combine all the values possessed by Jerusalem (faith — foundation and centre
of Christianity) and by Athens (centre of wisdom, secular-philosophical science
and education); here there were known higher schools, and Gelati academy
(university) was to become their successor but excel them.

Thus, David the Builder's goal was clear: to turn Gelati inio a cultural-

educational and instruction and scholarly centre of high level. (221l academy
must have been established in 1106-1110, i.e. before the completic e building
of the church of the Mother of God. The building of the educs nire had
already been completed by this time. A fresco of the church of the ner of God,
dating from the 16th century, provides interesting evidence on the history of the
church. Depicted on the north wall is the builder of the Gelati menasiic complex

and its renovators: David the Builder, standing out with his height among the other
figures; in one hand he holds a scroll and in the other a model of the church of
the Mother of God. Here is an inscription: “The Great and distinguished among
kings, his memory will live on for all time. Amen". Catholicos Evdemon Chkhetidze
of western Georgia, King Bagrat Ill of Imereti, Queen Elene (Bagrat Ill's spouse),
King Giorgi of Imereti, son of Bagrat, Queen Rusudan (spouse of Giorgi, son of
Bagrat); depicted between King Giorgi and Rusudam is their minor son Bagrat.

The Gelati academy needed an appropriate staff. The king of Georgia looked
for learned men - scholars not only in Georgia but abroad as well. David set high
criteria for the selection of scholars. The necessary condition was special piety
and goodness, with perfection and abundance of spiritual and bodily virtues”. The
kings efforts were crowned with success, for ..." he assembled men of upright life
adorned with every virtue". Thus, most prominent men of Georgian scholarship
and culture rallied to the Gelati academy. This enhanced the importance and
authority of this cultural and educational seat. The eminent Georgian scholar
and poet loane Shavteli, in his poem "Abdulmesiani”, lavished
praises on Gelati, placing it on a par with Rome and Hellas.

As noted above, the Gelati academy was a university-
type institution — the first higher educational centre of mature
feudalism. Created on the basis of real demand, it gave rise
to the ideological movement that paved the way for Georgian
(Eastern) Renaissance.

The setting up of higher educational centres, or university-

type academies meant paving the way for Renaissance ideas




(it is noteworthy that the influence of Athens is obvious everywhere). In scholarly
opinion, the fact of the imitation of Renaissance movement from the East is
attested by the establishment of higher educational schools. From the area of the
crossing of cultures (Syria, Palestine) it spread to the East — to Baghdad, and to
the West — to Byzantium and even to ltaly (the Florentine academy).

The Gelati academy was a product of the times, meeting the demands of
the period. loane Petritsi, who was invited from abroad by David
the Builder, arrived at Gelati academy in the first decade of the 12" ,_,
century. Being earlier harassed by reactionary church circles, loane ,,
Petritsi, enjoying the king's support, successfully continued his '."f.'_“"r*-j_k'-'- .
scholarly-philosophical work at Gelati. A profound erudite, devoted P STk
to the country, filled with spiritual and bodily virtues, Petritsi became '
the head of the academy. Structurally the academy was directed by a |
rector, modzghvartmodzgvari or “teacher of teachers” The existence 5 *
of the institution of “teacher of teachers” per se, the high honour and y 5 1
real status a person of this position enjoyed point to the significance -;1.#:',-

and special purpose of the Gelati academy in the Georgian state.
Modzghvartmodzghvar means “teacher of teachers and “scholar
of scholars”. In the course of time this term suffered transformation.
In Georgian sources modzgivartmodzghvari is referred to in different
contexts. These documenlis are largely connected with the Gelati

monastery, and modzghvarimodzghvari, being the office of bishop,

was at the same time rector of the Gelati academy. Significantly enough, he was
invited to the meeting of the royal council together with his pupils (presumably these
pupils were scholars too). The king meets the modzghvartmodzghvari at the edge
of the carpets. In contrast to this, upon the entry of the catholicos, the king “walks
one third of the carpet’, and following the greeting, the modzghvartmodzghvari
stands next to the king, to his right. Obviously the modzghvartmodzghvari was
superior to the Chqondideli and the catholicoi of Kartli and Western Georgia
(Abkhazia), accordingly, his rank was higher.

Distinguished among the scholars who flourished in Gelati was the writer and
hymnographer Arsen lgaltoeli. He arrived from Byzantium in 1114 and is referred
to in the sources as Vachesdze. Hailing from Igalto, he received education in
Byzantium. His teachers were Michael Psellus and John the Nomophylax. For
some time Arsen carried on scholarly work on the Black Mountain under Eprem
Mtsire's guidance. Arsen arrived in Georgia together with Teopile the Hieromonk
and loane Tarichisdze. He took up an academic post at Gelati, where he translated
the Great Nomocanon.

The Gelati Academy was built on the principles of the academies existing
at the time abroad (especially the Mangana Academy near Constantinople).
There was an acute struggle at Constatinople Academy between conservative
and Renaissance trends. Arsen Iqaltoeli was a follower of John Xiphilinus' ideas
(Aristotelianism), while loane Petritsi followed the line of Michael Psellus and John
Italus (Neoplatonism). The education system of the then Georgia gave preference

to secular philosophy. Hence loane Petritsi became the ideal founder of the
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Georgian Renaissance. A definite conceptual opposition is felt between these tu.’ib _
major philosophers (loane Petrisi and Arsen Iqaltoeli). Perhaps this was th?fﬁﬁﬁgﬁ';__
why Arsen Igaltoeli left Gelati and moved to Eastern Georgia where he et up an~
academy at Iqalto, directed by him. There obviously must have been many other
educational centres in medieval, powerful centralized Georgia but, unfortunately,

no evidence has survived about them. Of such seats of higher education tradition

mentions Gremi.
Instruction at the Gelati academy was built on the principle of trivium-

quadrivium, i.e. seven basic subjects were taught here: geometry, arithmetic,
music, rhetoric, grammar, philosophy and astronomy. According to loane Petritsi's
conception, trivium (geometry, arithmetic, music) constituted the indispensable
initial stage of theological education. Quadrivium: rhetoric, grammar, philosophy
and astronomy are a further higher stage.

The hospital, mentioned by David the Builder's historian immediately after the
story of the founding of the Gelati academy, must have been built near the Gelati
monastic complex. “David settled all questions of the revenues and sustenance
of the inmates.

He used to visit them, encouraging them to have paticiice; he cave the inmates
as much gold as they needed and admonished those in chiarge of them.”

Until 1122 David’'s royal residence was in Kutaisi (Tbilisi had so far not
been incorporated), hence the hospital built by the king must have been close
to Kutaisi. It is conceivable that David built the hospital at Gelati and it became
part of the monastic and educational complex, which gives ground to assume
medical instruction to have been part of the curriculum of the Gelati academy.
This assumption is buttressed by the fact that loane Petritsi had solid knowledge
of medicine and treatment of patients. It should also be borne in mind that loane
Petritsi translated Nemesius' On Human Nature, considered to be one of the best
textbooks for the mastery of medicine. Thus, it may be conjectured that medicine
was taught at the Gelati academy, with the hospital serving as a base for practical
study.

Next to the entrance to the Gelati academy, on the third floor there is a room
that had no roof. It was apparently used at night for the observation of planets.
According to the evidence of local residents, on "Dokhore” mountain, in the

environs of Gelati, there stood a tower (now in ruins) from where the
stars were observed.

Thus, the Gelati higher-educational school/academy was on a par
with the university of the period, conforming to the standards of the time
both in instruction of the obligatory subjects and the high level of the
lecturers (teachers). Along with loane Petritsi and Arsen |qgaltoeli, we
find outstanding figures of the time on the staff of the academy: Eprem
Mtsire, loane Tarichisdze, Teopile the Hieromonk, lezekieli, and others.

Along with curricular subjects, literature was developed at the

Gelati academy, and translation activity was encouraged. Designing
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manuscript books, miniatures, beautiful calligraphy, diverse ornaments
and refined miniature painting, and fine arts flourished. Whereas in the first
half of the 17" century the dominant trend is striving for sculpturalness, in
the subsequent period this wanes, being superseded by decorativeness
(ornament). An example of this is the Khakhuli icon from Gelati (first
half of the 12" century) — a unique specimen of world goldsmithing. The
Gelati school of goldsmithing (in parallel to the Tbeti and Opiza schools)
developed an independent monumental form in art. Specimens of
Georgian goldsmithery were not inferior to their Byzantine counterparts,
many of them occupying a significant place on world scale as well. The
“Khakhuli Virgin” icon can be cited as an example, whose case was
reveted at Gelati and whose artistic execution, quantity of enamel and

treatment are considered to be unique. The well-known art critic and first

honorary professor of Thilisi University, Nikodim Kondakov believed that

only the treasure of St. Mark's church in Venice could compare with the

Gelati monastery (reasure (having in mind enamel items).

It may be assumed (such an assumption was made earlier too) that along
with the schoo! of goldsimithing, monumental (wall) painting was given much
attention in Gelali, being ‘he subject of special study. In the dome drum of the
Gelati church, below the artistic compositions, there is an inscription, which refers
to Simeon and Teodor. These are apparently Gelati artists. Simeon is referred to

as “educator”. Obviously, he was the educator (teacher) of the artists. In general,
monastic centres trained artisans in various fields. Hence it is but natural for the
Gelati monastery and the academy attached to it to have trained artists. The
above-mentioned Teodor /Tevdore is later referred to as “the king's artist”. He
painted quite a few churches.

Thus, as seen from the foregoing, life was in full swing at Gelati. Along with
confessional activities, creative work was making progress, justifying the function
of a successor to Athens and Jerusalem in the 12"-13™ centuries.

Immediately upon founding the Gelati monastery, David the Builder made over
the lands of Liparit (the estates of Argveti and Katskhi) that remained uninhabited
to the Gelati monastery, with many other villages, thereby ensuring the servants of
Gelati a living free of want. David continued to care fore Gelati in the subsequent
period too. “The Decree of David the Builder to Shio Mghvime" tells us about
David's order for the spoils gained in battles with the Seljuk Turks and “placed in
keeping with Arsen and Ivane be sent by his son Demetre to the Gelati monastery.
Neither did other kings overlook the Gelati monastery, and it grew into a major
economic unit, owning many villages, hundreds of peasant households, vineyards,
forests, mills, shops etc.

Gelati was exempted from episcopal and catholicos taxes. Its administration
was autonomous. It acknowledged only the royal authority. The king intervened in
its ecclesiastical affairs through his representative.
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Georgia's political situation (the invasions of the Mongols and Ttmur—Leni-;.
the complex sociopolitical processes within the country) had an |mpact on tﬁe

activity of the Gelati academy.
The political complications of the country brought about a decline of the

economy, which was especially felt from the 15" century. The overall situation
had a negative effect on the Gelati academy too. The break-up of the kingdom of
Georgia (second half of the 15™ century) accelerated the decline and diminishment

of the academy.
On 23 November 1510 a numerous Ottoman army under the command of

Selim invaded Imereti, ravaging and setting on fire Kutaisi and Gelati. The fire
badly damaged the building of the Gelati academy. It was ultimately destroyed as
a result of the inroad of a Lezgian marauding band (on 10 August 1759).

After the second half of the 16™ century the Gelati academy ceased
functioning. The institution of modzghartmodzghvari existed no longer. History
has preserved the names of four of them: Antoni (13" cent), Saba (14" cent),
llarion (first decade of the 16" cent) and Manase (the 1520s). Despiie the abolition
of the higher education centre, Gelati retained the function of guiding literary
activity, though literary works were written less intensively. Mainly manuscripts
were copied. Naturally enough, numerous manuscripts were preserved at Gelati,

amazing many foreigners with their number and miniature treatment.

* % %

The significance of the Gelati educational and scholarly complex as the
first university type — institution is enormous. David the Builder and the kings
succeeding him paid great attention to education and culture and to the advance
of art, taking practical steps towards establishing cultural contacts with various
countries. The Gelati academy exerted a beneficial influence on these relations.
David the Builder even built a separate house for the residence of foreign scholars,
philosophers and poets. The Georgian king gave them material support and
arranged receptions for them.

The Gelati academy was the product of a politically advanced, economically
strong and culturally highly-developed country, demonstrating that education and
culture in Georgia were on a par with the might of a united feudal state.

The fate of the Gelati academy (and accordingly that of Georgian education
and scholarship) was analogous to the fate of the Georgian state. Georgia's
decline was due to historical vicissitudes, which in turn caused the dwindling of
scholarship and culture and put an end to the existence of the once renowned
higher education centre.

Gelati performed its historic mission for the country by its advent as “another
Athens and a second Jerusalem®. When almost four hundred years had passed
from the time Gelati academy ceased to exist and the question arose of founding
a university, its initiators and primarily Ivane Javakhishvili, set 26 January
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the day of remembrance of David the Builder. By this the foundars unda H& :
R ~*‘
the fact that Thilisi University is a successor to old Georgian traditions of educa ‘*3

and culture — is a successor to the Gelati academy. Thus, the history uf Gaﬂrgia hd f
higher education and scholarship counts more than dozens of centuries. i

P. S.

The Gelati academy has revived. On the initiative of the Most Holy and B'eat'iﬁc:;
llia 11, Catholicos-Patriarch of all Georgia. The Gelati Scholarly Academy was set 7%
up on 25 May 1995, which is engaged in highly fruitful and intensive activity.
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