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On the Origin of Mtskheta 
(Urban Space, Time and Geography) 

Guram Kipiani 

The capital of Kartli (Iberia, for Roman authors) was called Mtskheta. It is spread 
out over the small triangular peninsula cut into the confluence of two rivers - the 

Mtkvari (Kura) and Aragvi. 

Historical sources, in addition to the landscape analysis and archaeological data, 
give information about the time and circumstances of its foundation. 

The ancient Georgian historical source, "The Conversion of Kartli'" (the chronicle of 
Christianization of Kartli, VII century) contains no mention of Mtskheta in the initial 

part of the narration; this part recounts the legendary campaign of Alexander the 
Great in Kartli. Among the four cities listed in the source (Sarkine, Kaspi, Urbnisi and 
Odzrakhe) Sarkine is referred to by a lofty epithet. "The Conversion of Kartli" ascribes 

the beginning of the construction of Mtskheta only to the 8th ruler of Kartli, Bratman, 
while its accomplishment- to the IX King of Kartli, Rok. 

Another Georgian historical source, "The Life of Georgian Kings" by Leonti Mroveli 
(XI c), considers Mtskheta (i.e., period posterior to the campaigns of Alex~nder the 

Gre~t) as the capital of Kartli from the very beginning of its foundation. 

Mention of Mtskheta, as of a city at its rudimentary stage of development, is found 
with Pliny the Elder (Plinius Secundus) (I c). For him Mtskheta is a as yet, a settlement 
of the Meskhs (South Georgian tribes),- "Moschorum Tractus" (Plin, NH, 1,37, V _ 
1-6), while for Ptolemius (II c) Mtskheta (MrcnAI)w) is already a city. 

Over the mountain rising on the right bank of the river Mtkvari, opposite Mtskheta 
and over the area north-eastward to the mountain, a residence of Georgian kings was 

spread which was called Armaztsikhe, after the idol "Armaz". The residence had been 

erected here by King Parnavaz (based on historical sources) . Armaz is a Georgian form 
of" Ahuramazda," in the middle Persian - "Ohrmazd", i.e. Georgian Armaz, Armenian 
"Aramazd", etc., established to denote Excellency. 

This city (fortress) is well-known to Roman authors. According to Strabo it was 
AppocrtKIJ (Strabo XI, 35), to Pliny - "Harmastis (Plin., NH, VI, 23), while Ptolemy 

(Ptolemaeus) called it' AppaKTU<a (Ch. Ptol., Geogr. V, 10, 3). 

"The Conversion of Kartli" gives us notes on its construction by stages: Azo, 
appointed the ruler of Kartli by Alexander the Great, erects two idols, "Gats" and "Ga" 

on the slopes of these mountains. Later on Parnavaz, the local dynast erects the idol of 
Armaz, and besides, equips Armaztsikhe with a fortress wall running along the river 
Mtkvari. The succeeding kings surrounded the mountain with double fortress walls 

(these walls, both, internal and external are archaeologically established). 
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The date of the historical source concerning the beginning construction work of 

Armistice, due to the activity of Alexander the Great , is the end of the IV c BC, or the 

beginning of the III c, though this date is inconsistent with the factual archaeological 

data, because the middle years of the II century BC are confirmed by only the earliest 
layer. Therefore, the source of "Alexander the Great" must have implied one of the 
reconnaissance expeditions. 

If we rely on the information provided by "The Conversion of Kartli," (as well as on 

the information of Roman geographers), according to which construction of Mtskheta 

started only in the 1st century, it turns out that the kings of Armaztsikhe were totally 

indifferent to the geographically ideal territory - the peninsula developed in the 
confluence of the two rivers for a long time. 

A geographical area is much better perceived when reading a depiction of hostilities, 
and in this respect Dion Cassio's information - "The History of Pompey's Invasion in 

Kartli" - is most invaluable. At that time, in 66-65 BC King Artoke ruled here. Pompey took 

Artoke's major city called by Dion Cassio "Acropolis" most rapidly and unexpectedly. 

Both, according to its description and the context, it is Armaztsikhe. But the name itself, 
"Acropolis," falls out of the context here and the "lower city" subordinate to it cannot be 
observed. Later peripeteias described here also indicate to the fact that Mtskheta did not 
exist even at that time. In Dion Cassio' s history we cannot find any city, whereas Artoke 

could have escaped from Pompey's pursuit only by the way where the city of Mtskheta 

is located today, and what is most significant, he fled away to another river by the bridge 

over the Mtkvari which he himself had burnt down and restored. According to Dion 

Cassio, it was "the river that flowed within his own kingdom," and this river is believed 

to be the r. Aragvi by Georgian historical science. But, First of all, the citation indicates to 
certain dimensions of the country and it could by no means have appeared with regard 
to the river Aragvi, as, based on the present geographical situation, the Mtkvari is only 

1,5 km away from the Aragvi. Thus, Artoke crossed some other river which Dion Cassio 

calls ITtAwpos, and that river must have been the Iori, but before reaching it Artoke had 

to get across the Aragvi. 

The article presumes that the river Aragvi changed its direction in the late 1st c BC 
and before that its bed directed to a totally different direction. Thus, if that was the 
actual state of affairs, the kings settled in Armaztsikhe could not have designated any 

urban area on the territory of modem Mtskheta. Without the r. Aragvi it would have 

been entirely unattractive for urban development. 

As regards the fact of nominating Sarkine among the four city-states by "The 

Conversion of Kartli", it should be mentioned, that in case we do not take into 

consideration the present Mtskheta, in terms of the "natural sanitary environment," it 
had no alternative in Kartli. Its quarters are cut into the meander-like windings of the 

river Mtkvari. And when Leonti Mroveli in his "The life of Kings of Georgia", analogous 

to "The Conversion of Kartli," lists the cities of Kaspi, Urbnisi and Odzrakhe, the old 

status is preserved with regard to them, while the once superior city of Sarkine is 

already named among the satellite towns of Mtskheta. 
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What direction did the river Aragvi flow? In the north-eastern part of the Mukhrani 
Valley (a vast estate of Georgian princes, the Bagrationi-Mukhranelis, distinguished 

by its rich fertility) spreads the village of Misaktsieli, - a strange toponym, since it 

essentially means 'a change of direction,' and its name is found on the list of the 

villages of Kartli and Kakheti with a name- "Misaktsieli of the Aragvi", i.e. the spot 

from where the Aragvi once altered its route. 

Archaeological excavations held on the Mukhrani Valley in 1997-1998 confirmed 
the existence of intense underground currents at the depth of two and two-and-a half 
metres, whereas the excavations conducted on the territory of the Cathedral courtyard 

in Mtskheta itself, ascertained the fact that this area represents a totally rocky bank, the 

product of ' roaming' of a large river. 

On the geomorphological maps of Georgia the territory between the Aragvi and 

the Ksani is indicated as an alluvial flatland, a consequence of ' roaming' of a river with 

plenty of water, while on the map of Georgian soils, Mukhrani Valley is designated 
as "J1yroBbie Kap6oHaTHbie BocTO'lliOH fpy3ww," i.e. as a valley with underground 

currents. This time, based on the comparison of the data, it appears that the river 

Aragvi diagonally crossed the Mukhrani Valley and flowed into the r. Ksani. 

The environment and the "country" of Mtskheta is delimited by a twofold fortress 

line on the north-west. There are the walls of Tsitsamuri-Beltistsikhe, and at a 

distance of 2 km from here - of Zedazeni-Ghartiskari. They dated from the Hellenistic 
Age (besides the archaeological data this date was confirmed by a radiocarbon 
determination of wooden samples conducted by Melbourne University) and at 

present they are directed to the river Aragvi and then continue over the other bank 

of the Aragvi. This kind of thing is unknown to the history of fortification. The river 

flowing between the curtains is a straight way for conquering a country. The walls 
too, had been built before the r Aragvi crossed the valley and it seems likely, that it 

served as a protection of the country of the city of Sarkine prior to the construction of 
Mtskheta. Though, according to Dion Cassie's history, neither Artoke or his successor 

Pompey crossed either of these walls. King Pompey, pursuing the Georgian king did 

not encounter any kind of obstacles. 

Only later, when the Aragvi created an unequaled environment for urban 

development, the kings of Armazistsikhe immediately started building a new capital 
ofKartli. 

The history of Leonti Mroveli, according to which Mtskheta had been the capital of 

Kartli from the very beginning, can be explained by his desire to involve the capital of 

Georgia into the cultural-historical processes from the very start. 
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