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Mary Chkhartishvili

Martyrdom of St Eustathius of Mtskheta
and Problems of Political History
of Georgia in 6"-7" Centuries

Polemic Review

The Martyrdom of St Eustathius of Mtskheta is devoted to the deed
of Persian Gvirobandac who lived in Georgia.

It is a bricf hagiographical production with composition much
similar to ancient Roman Acta. Stercotypes reveal also in the details. At the
same time Martyrdom is full of very important evidences and provides
valuable historical information. For this reason the monument was largely
used in historical researches.

General outline of the content of the writing is following.

Gvirobandac belonged 1o the family of Mazda cult servants.
However he did not like the ancestral faith and made enquires for other
religions. In result of searching in this direction he obtained solid
information conceming the Christianity. He left his native city of Ganzac in
Persia, arrived in Georgia and took residence in religious center of the
country Mtskheta.

By those times Kartli (thus was designated Georgian state before
11"c) was under the Persian domination. Authority of Georgian Kings was
abolished and Persian high official Marzphan exercised a supreme secular
power here. He resided in the capital city of Tbilisi. Georgian nobility
collaborated with Persians. Three dignitaries, namely, Catholicos (who
possessed supreme ccclesiastical power), Alamasakhlisi (apparently the
leader of Georgian royal family: literal meaning of this Georgian composite
is a father of the house), Pitiakhsh (in certain centuries by this word was
designated relatively autonomous regional governor of the Georgian state)
represented them to Marzphan.

The ruler of Mtskheta — Tsikhistavi (literal meaning of this
Georgian word is a head of fortress) was Persian too. Mtskheta was full of
Persian civilians (craftsmen, Mazda cult servants) as well as militants.
Despite this, the population was not persecuted for Christian faith. Local
Christians freely held service. Acquaintance with their life drove
Gvirobandac to the final decision of changing faith: he baptized and
received name of Eustathius. His Godfather was ecclesiastical leader of
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Georgians — Catholicos Samuel himself. This very fact attests the
importance that was given to the fact of Persian newcomer’s conversion by
Georgian society. Undoubtedly this was resonating event for Georgians.
However as a bad example it might be resonating also for Persians. So once
(apparently in order to provoke) the fellow countrymen asked Eustathius to
take part in thcir religious holiday. Eustathius mocked at them and refuse
the invitation. Offended by such answer they denounced to Tsikhistavi.
However as the accusation was (oo hard, Tsikhistavi sent Eustathius to
Marzphan. In that time Eustathius was saved in result of intercession of
local nobility: Catholicos Samuel, Mamasakhlisi Gregory and Pitiakhsh
Arshusha applied for him the Marzphan Arvand Gushnasp in moment of his
departure Kartli. He granted Eustathius freedom. However after new
Marzphan’s appointment the informers activated again. Eustathius was
incarcerated and prescnted to the Marzphan for court examination. At the
court Eustathius spoke out not for his own justification, but in defense of
Christian faith in general. At last the denouncers achieved their goal: the
death sentence was passed upon Eustathius. He was beheaded. The Saint’s
remains being stolen by Christians were buried (according to his own will)
in Mtskheta,

The hagiographer associates this story with the times of a Persian
Shah: Gvirobandac arrived in Mtskheta in tenth year of *King Chosroes’s”
reign. Thus, “King Chosroes™ serves as chronological indicator and in case
of its identification it would be possible to determine the epoch described in
the monument and consequently to date the writing: the point is that the
certain evidences available in the text allow a researcher 10 estimate the
approximate chronological distance between the facts of Eustathius’ arrival
and the hagiographical monument’s creation.

However there was no agreement among the scholars concerning
the issuc which Persian Shah is hidden behind “King Chosroes”. Part of
them thought that “King Chosroes™ should be identified with Chosrocs I,
who occupicd the throne from 530s, meanwhile according to others it is
implied Persian Shah Chosroes I, whose reign commenced in the second
half of the 6" century. The first point of view was accepted and shared by
the most of Georgian specialists in field until recently. The picture was
imagined as follows. As the specific political situation presented in the
writing — the absence of national sccular supreme authority in Kartli — took
place in 1* half of the 6"c the “King Chosroes” mentioned in the Martyrdom
should be identified with Chosroes I.

But in case of this last conclusion’s acceptance there will be arose
the contradiction betwcen the Margrdom on one hand and two main
monuments of medieval Georgian historiography on another. According to
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Afoktsevay Kartlisay (Conversion of Kartli) and Kartlis Tskhovreba (Life of
Kartli) the authority of Georgian Kings had been intemrupted on King Bakur
in the 2™ half of the 6"c.

| had considered opposition bctween the sources as a stumbling
block. Just it had driven me to the conclusion that generally accepted view
concerning the chronological indicator’s meaning could not be valid and
bccause of this it is necessary to reexamine all arguments advanced in
defense of this widespread opinion. In 1990s to the solution of the problem |
devoted several scientific presentations and articles. The results of these
researches were summarized in the monograph Martyrdom of Saint
Eustathius of Mtskheta. The Life of St Seraphion of Zarzma. Source-Study
Investigation (1994, Tbilisi: Metsniereba) and the Doctoral Dlssertatlon
defended in 1997.

First of all | found out that arguments for the identification of
“King Chosroes” with the Shah Chosroes I actually do not exist; meanwhile
some details of St Eustathius biography associate the hagiographical story
with the epoch of the Shah Chosroes II: Eustathius was sentenced 1o death
on a ground of a law operated exclusively in times of Shah Chosroes 11. (1)
According to this law the fact of being Christian was not punishable itseif.
What was not allowed is the conversing to Christianity because the
changing of a faith was considered as a crime. (2) The sources (the writing
of Procopius of Caesarea, Book of Epistles, and so-called Georgian-Persian
drachms) to which the proponents of a traditional dating of Georgian Kings®
authority interruption (1% half of 6™c) refer, in this particular case are
unrepresentative.

On a ground of these facts ! concluded that the epoch described in
the monument should be linked with times of Chosroes 11, namely these are
beginning years of 7"c. What concerns the period of the monument’s
emergence, | determined it as 20-30s years of the same century.

This new chronology entailing essential revisions of many
genecrally accepted views and asscrtions caused the criticism of certain
scholars, meanwhile another part of researchers, simply ignored principal
results presented in my book and dissertation. In both cases one encounters
the deliberatc or unintentional falsifications of my oplmons and voluntary
interpretations of historical sources.

The present book provides comments on such (from my point of
view incompatible with academic research) facts. The most of the problem
concerned here (in particular, the chronology of abolishment a national
supreme secular authority — Kingship in Kartli and its restoration in form of
Erismtavari (Erismtavari is a Georgian composite constructed from the
words Eri — community, in modern use — nation, and Mtavari — leader of a
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community); the specificity of political development of Kartli in period of
interregnum; the chronology of first Erismtavars (Guaram and his son and
successor Stephen I) being in power; the comparative analysis of different
(essentially exclusive) evidences on Stephen [ available in Mokisevay
Kartlisay and Kartlis Tskhovreba; the uprisings of Georgians against Persia
in 523 and 571 and identification of their leaders with the concrete persons
of Georgian royal lists; the dating of the Martyrdom of Saint Eustathius of
Mtskheta eic) were arisen and solved already in above-mentioned
monograph and doctoral dissertation of mine. Now having put these
assertions and conclusions in a [rame of Polemic Review I intend to direct
to them attention of scholars once more.

In final I will display events of the historical epoch under the
consideration as | see them after clarifying principal problems in field. |
suppose that this plain description will help reader to grasp essence of the
conception offcred by me.

In 523 took place uprising against Persia. Georgians’ leader in this
revolt was King Gurgen. At first glance Gurgen seems to be a proper name.
However appeared it is a common noun, special term used by non-Georgian
authors to designate a Georgian King. As it tumed out in this particular case
Gurgen (i.e. Georgian King) should be identified with King Bakur (son of
King Dachi, 1* half of 6™) or his successor King Parsman. Both are
mentioned in royal lists provided by Georgian medieval historiography.

The uprising of 523 was unsuccessful. Its leader was forced to flee
away from the country and ask political accommodation in Byzantium.
Despite the worsening of interrelations between Persia and Georgia in result
of this rebellion, the Kingship was not abolished in Kartli. The tension
existed between two sides was caused just in result of Kingship
maintenance: Since the nobility of these barbarians with the King Gurgen
conceived dropping out from Persians as | have reported previously, from
those times nor Persians allowed Georgians to have own Kings, neither
Georgians obeyed them voluntary - notes Byzantinc author Procopius of
Caesarea.

The interruption of Kingship in Kartli was linked with the rebellion
of Caucasian peoples in 571 against Persia in which Georgians participated
as well. In Byzantine sources Georgians® lcader is designated again as
Gurgen, i.e. Georgian King. Behind this term in this casc apparently was
hidden King on which according to Georgian sources Kingship was
interrupted in Kartli. This was King Bakur occupying the throne in 2™ half
of 6"c.

At the beginning of 580s (after the Kingship ceasing) in Kartli was
-established direct rule of Persia. Local nobility was also involved in ruling
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of the country. There were threc representatives of Georgian hicrarchs,
namely Catholicos, Mamasakhlisi and Pitiakhsh. From 590s to the
beginning years of 7"c the personnel of this group was as follows:
Catholicos Kirion, Mamasakhlisi Atrnerse and Pitiakhsh Arshusha. In this
very epoch took place dogmatic polemics between Georgian and Armenian
Churches which concluded with schism. The above listed persons were
initiators and active participators of this significant event for Georgian (and
also for Armenian) identity development. From the beginning years of 7"c
the personnel of this three of hierarchs was following: Catholicos Samuel,
Mamasakhlisi Gregory and again Pitiakhsh Arshusha. They were
contemporaries and supporters of St Eustathius.

At the end of 610s the national supreme secular authority in Kartli
was restored, however the place of autocrat Kings occupied elected
(appointed) sovereign Erismtavari.

First Erismtavari of Kartli Guaram was in power from the last years
of 610s until beginning years of 620s. At those times were founded two the
most important Georgian churches: Temple of Sion in Tbilisi and Temple of
St Cross in Mtskheta.

Second Erismtavari Stephen I occupied the throne in 620-30s. In
this period was fulfilled Temple of Sion and Temple of Cross was driven to
the point. Remarkable monument of medieval Georgian literature
Martyrdom of St Eustathius of Miskheta was created also in Stephen I's
times.

Erismtavari Stephen I longing for transforming Erismtavars’ power
into autocrat Kings™ authority. He tried to achieve this goal by mean of
suppression of regional governors who in period of interregnum had become
powerful and disloyal toward the sovecreign and tended to establish their
rights as land owners. Already in his lifetime Stephen | had forceful feudal
opposition. Historian Juansher Juansheriani (8"c) — author of the relevant
part of Kartlis Tskhovreba — was one of the regional governors and
consequently represented Stephen I’s opponent in concept. He viewed past
from point of his own social stratum’s interests and because of this
evaluated Stephen | tendentiously.

The real picture of the period under the consideration of course
was much richer with details than one exhibited by me now. However | was
grounded (J find it necessary to underline this again) exclusively on those
facts which were considered and clarified in my books: either in the
monograph Martyrdom of Saint Eustathius of Miskheta. The Life of St
Seraphion of Zarzma. Source-Study Investigation and present Polemic
Review.



