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Dimitri Tumanishvili
On the Significance of the Architecture of Bichvinta Cathedral

Many issues are still left to be solved regarding Bichvinta cathedral of the Virgin, which is pre-
conditioned by diverse political reasons at different periods. The case is further aggravated by
the fact that the cathedral — this mainly concems construction using opus mixtum technique
— shows distinct links with the Byzantine world, especially after the renovation undertaken
by the Russian authorities in the 19th c. (conic roof, characteristic of the Caucasus-Georgia
was removed, large arched porches, typical of the 9th-10th cc. architecture in Abkhazia and
Kakheti were demolished, etc.). In its initial appearance, the cathedral looked far more “Geor-
gian”, while existence of the so called “pendantive-squinches” directly indicates links with
the southern Georgian architecture and the tentative date — late 10th ¢. or tumn of the 10th ¢. to
the 11th c. At the same time, in Bichvinta, unusual (for the croix inscrite with two piers) is the
correlation of the wide dome and the width of the cross-arms. On the other hand, in the 12th
c. we have such churches as: Gelati church of the Birth of the Virgin, Shiomgvime church of
the Dormition (on the plan layout level; the actual structure was transformed during the 17th
¢. renovation), and Thilisi Sion cathedral. Apart from the plan proportions, in all three cases,
again we have a projecting apse and a narthex, and in Shiomgvime — almost similar building
material. Taking into consideration the chronological difference, this should most likely indi-
cate an adoption; the latter should have taken place by the will of St. King David the Builder,
while the fact itself is an evidence of the ecclesiastic significance of the Bichvinta cathedral,
as the See of the so called Catholicos of Abkhazia, the Head of the western Georgian clergy,
who was referred to as the “successor” of St. Apostle Andrew. Besides, in Gelati building
material (hewn stone) and exterior outline of the projecting apses is changed — respectively,
this is rather a “symbolic copy” according to R. Krautheimer and it is followed by the Tbilisi
Sion, foundation of which was laid some 20 years later than Gelati and Shiomgvime (this was
made possible only after Tbilisi was taken by St. David the Builder), while Shiomgvime rather
repeats the individual forms. The fact that Bichvinta was used as a model is further confirmed
by the fact that in Gelati (the same is the case in Alaverdi cathedral, some 80 years earlier),
in the lateral cross-arms three windows are arranged on the same level (three windows are
also found in other churches of Abkhazia — but in pyramidal arrangement — later repeated in
Mitskheta Svetitskhoveli cathedral, [korta; while, usually in the 10th-13th cc. in southern and
eastern Georgia, double or, later, twinned windows are very often seen on this place); this is an
evidence of the direct links between these churches, as well as, according to I. Elizbarashvili,
pastophoria lacking west walls. All these, once again reminds us that westemn Georgia, such an
active and effective contributor to the establishment of the united Georgian Kingdom, should
have had its own share in its art, namely, architecture.
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