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RESUME

Thousands of visitors come every year to Gelati monastery,
a monument of the feudal period Georgian culture. The archi-
tecture of the monastery, the works of art and inscriptions pre-
served there, represent a testimony of the developed culture
of medieval Georgia. At present measures are constantly taken
for the preservation of this valuable historical monument. Ge-
lati is situated on the left bank of the Tskaltsitela, at a distance
of 11 kilometers to the north-west of Kutaisi. The trip from
Kutaisi to Gelati can be made by car or by rail.

Gelati monastery is surrounded by thick walls and stands
on a broad terrace on a slope of a rocky and wooded moun-
tain. The light-brown monastery buildings are visible from a
considerable distance. A lofty domed church rising in their
midst represents the center of the whole architectural complex.
The outlines of the other buildings, particularly their soaring
domes, stress the beauty of the lofty masses of the main church.
The walls encompass three churches: the Church of the Virgin,
St. George’s and St. Nicholas’ churches, hostels (modern), the
belfry, the refectory (the former academy hall) and other build-
ings forming a fine architectural ensemble.

Gelati monastery was funded by King David the Build-
er (1089-1125). The king built the big church of the Virgin,
which took nineteen years (1106-1125). In 1126 King David’s
son Demetre had the church adorned after which it was conse-
crated. King David assembled the brotherhood of the monas-
tery, inviting scholars both from Georgia and foreign cloisters,
and endowed it with funds. Gelati was not only a place where
monks and nuns could pray and conduct church services, it
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was also a center of learning and higher education. Outstand-
ing literary works, works on philosophy and history reflecting
the up-to-date intellectual culture of the epoch were written at
Gelati from the twelfth to the fourteenth century; fine pieces of
metalwork in silver and gold, original mosaic pictures, classical
monuments of architecture etc., were created at Gelati. Due to
all this, Gelati was then called “the second Athens” and “the
second Jerusalem”. Gelati created its own, distinguished philo-
sophical-theological school, while simultaneously carrying on
the work pursued at Georgian monasteries abroad, namely on
Mount Athos (now in Greece) and Petritsoni (now in Bulgar-
ia), which suffered a decline of literary activities by the twelfth
century.

The founding of Gelati was not fortuitous: the monastery
was established when Georgia’s political life, economy and cul-
ture were on a rise, and its aims fully corresponded to the high
level of culture of the day. Gelati played an outstanding part
in consolidating Georgias independent culture and national
state. It was the most important center of learning and art.

In the twelfth century Georgia was a powerful centralized
feudal kingdom, the center of Transcaucasia. The highly gifted
head of the Georgian state, King David the Builder, succeeded
in reconquering the territories which had been severed from
Georgia by the Seljuk-Turks and in eliminating feudal disunity
in the country. All this was achieved by means of new military,
social and economic measures. In the struggle against the Sel-
juk-Turks Georgia played a role of liberator of the Caucasus
and offered stubborn resistance to the Seljuk advance on West-
ern Europe, where this fact was recognized and appreciated.
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The high level of spiritual culture achieved by the Georgian
feudal state is attested by the fact that almost all the important
works of world literature of the day were translated into Geor-
gian. All the learning of that time could be mastered in the
Georgian language. It was the time when humanism emerged.
Strict religious dogmatism, asceticism and fanaticism were
alien to this trend. Men of non-Christian religion enjoyed
complete liberty in Georgia. Georgian letters of the time were
represented by such remarkable thinkers as Ephrem Mtsire,
Arsen Ikhaltoeli, Ioane Petritsi, Arsen the Monk and others.
King David was himself a highly educated man, well versed
both in Christian and Islamic culture, and active and devoted
champion of national culture. He did a lot for the renovation of
Georgian cloisters beyond the borders of his country and took
care of old local monasteries as well.

* % *

Gelati was the principal monastery of Georgian kings. As
the royal monastery, Gelati enjoyed a number of economic, so-
cial, military, legal and fiscal privileges.

Since the day of its establishment activities at Gelati mon-
astery were more or less vigorous, depending on the general
situation in the country.

The taking of Constantinople by the Turks in 1453 severed
Georgia from the rest of the civilized world; the country was
again disunited politically, and all this could not but have an
adverse influence on the activities of Gelati monastery in the
sixteenth century. In 1510 the Ottoman Turks invaded Western
Georgia; the city of Kutaisi and Gelati monastery were sacked.
In the Sixteenth century Gelati became the center of an episco-
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pal see, and in the latter part of the same century the residence
of the Patriarch (Catholicos) of Western Georgia was trans-
ferred there from Bichvinta. These were most significant facts
in the history of Gelati.

In the second half of the seventeenth century, owing to the
weakening of the king’s power and to the frequent incursions
of the Ottoman Turks, Gelati again declined. On August 10,
1759, the monastery was pillaged by the Lezgins who set fire to
the church of the Virgin.

In the seventeenth century Solomon I and Solomon II of
Imereti carried out large-scale restorations at Gelati.

As has already been mentioned, there are three churches
within the walls of the monastery. The most noteworthy of
these, as far as architectural composition is concerned, in the
church of the Virgin.

This big church is of the domed cross-plan and is considered
to be a splendid example of medieval Georgian architecture.
The church is beautifully and richly adorned, but without the
traditional Georgian carving in stone; the exterior is simple
and severe in style, which differentiates it from monuments of
Georgian architecture. The decoration and inscriptions in the
interior are attributed mainly to the XVI-XVII centuries. In
1125-1130, Demetre, son of David the Builder, had the conch
of the apse adorned with mosaic pictures. These mosaics are
noteworthy for their high artistic merit, not only in the histo-
ry of Georgian art, but in world art of the time as well. In the
treatment of the figure of the Virgin and Child the Byzantine
tradition is violated for the first time. The figure is not frontal,
according to the strict iconographic dogma, but slightly turned
to the right, which accounts for its dynamism. The features, the
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outline of the face are of a pronounced Georgian national type.
The mosaic is the work of a Georgian artist.

In the lower register of the North wall there is a series of
representations of the donors, from left to right-King David
the Builder, Eudemon Chketidze, Catholicos of Western Geor-
gia (16th Century). The pictures are dated to the 16th century.
On other parts of the walls there are portrayals of other his-
torical personages. Several epitaphs have been preserved in
the church. The north and south narthexes of the church of
the Virgin have entrance doors in their central parts, the lat-
eral parts are little chapels with crypts. Kings and Patriarchs of
Western Georgia are buried in chapels annexed to the church.
In the west porch (Fig. 14) there are remnants of twelfth cen-
tury mural paintings. In the east chapel the south annex ded-
icated to St. Andrew there are some fragments of a thirteenth
century fresco.

St. George’s Church was built in the thirteenth century. It is
a central-domed cross church. The paintings, mostly on a blue
ground, covering the walls are of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries and are considered to be among the finest examples
of the art of late feudalism. Most of them represent scenes form
the Gospels and quite a number of compositions are devoted to
the life of St. George. There are also numerous portraits of his-
torical personages and many inscriptions. St. Nicholas’ church
is original in structure: it is erected of a vaulted platform sup-
ported by piers. Its site is strictly coordinated with the sites of
the other two churches: all three are placed on a straight line,
forming the axis of the whole architectural ensemble.

The sepulcher of King David the Builder is a chapel which
once served as the monastery gate. The gravestone was placed
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in such a way that everyone who passed through the gate had
to tread upon it. According to popular tradition, King David
himself chose this spot in display of his humility. The gate itself
had been brought from Gandza, as a trophy after the taking of
the city King Demetre in 1138-1139.

The belfry is three-storeyed. The first store contains a foun-
tain to which water is brought form a nearby spring.

Scarcely anything remains of the academy buildings but the
ruins of the great hall. The academy was a higher educational
institution and a scientific center established under the auspic-
es of the monastery. In the hall one may still see the seats of
the students. Niches in the walls where they kept their books
and writing materials, and a pulpit for the lecturers. The hall
had two entrances from the courtyard, one on the east, and
the main west entrance on the village side. The vestibule and
stairway are now reduced to ruins. The academy building lost
its original functions in the sixteenth century, the academy it-
self no longer existing as such. The hall was converted into a
refectory for the monks.

In the twelfth century the famous scholar Ioane Petritsi
worked at the Gelati Academy; he had received his education
at the Mangana Academy in Constantinople. The progressive
significance of the Gelati Academy was not restricted to Geor-
gia alone; at the time it held a place of honor in the East. The
Neoplatonic School of philosophy which suffered persecution
in Byzantium had its followers at Gelati. A number of remark-
able works written there are now the adornment of our muse-
ums. The Rector of Gelati Academy bore the title of “Teacher
of teachers”.

In the twelfth century Gelati was considered an important
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center of the goldsmith’s art, second only to Opisa and Tbeti.
The triptych containing the icon of the Khakhuli Virgin was
made at Gelati in the twelfth century. With both lateral leaves
open, it is two meters broad and 1.5 meters high. The surface
of the central part is covered with pure gold, but the leaves are
silver-plated, gilt and engraved with delicate geometrical and
floral designs. In the center is a large image of the Virgin (40 by
50 cm) in cloisonné technique, made in the tenth century by a
Georgian artist for the Khakhuli monastery (Khakhuli monas-
tery is now on Turkish territory). This cloisonné enamel image,
the only one of its kind, was stolen from Gelati in the 19thcen-
tury. Part of it has remained in the Soviet Union, and a small
part was ought for a private collection in New York. At present
the triptych and fragments of the cloisonné enamel image are
preserved in the Georgian State art Museum.

Goldsmiths continued working at Gelati for some time af-
ter; literary work went on; besides this, many valuable works
of art and literature were brought there for preservation from
other parts of Georgia. In the Middle Ages Gelati was a kind
of museum of Georgian culture.
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