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This book is dedicated to the memory of professor Longinoz
Sumbadze — the man who gave all his scientific life to unveiling and
searching of Georgian architectural conception. Georgian society is
indebted very much to his works. They are that very sources together
with real monuments, which awakens interest of our population to
ancient dwellings and generally to realize activities of ancient man by

modern society.
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At the first page of cover: Meskheti, village Dzveli Muskhi.
Abandoned “darbazi”.
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It is no mere chance that we try to pay attention of Georgian and
world society to the southern historic province of Georgia - Meskhet -
Javakheti and Meskhi’s dwelling. In Georgia Meskhet - Javakheti is
one of those provinces, where the frequency of monumental archi-
tectural buildings is very high. There are churches and monastery
complexes, fortresses, rocky towns. Odzrkhe, Tsunda, Baraleti - those
were mighty urban centers in past, but now they are covered by
ground. There are numerous former villages at the both banks of the
Mtkvari (Kura) river. Agricultural terraces, enforced by stone walls
adjoin them. Their length i1s many kilometers. There are run wild
vine and fruit trees remained at some places of these terraces. Only
historic monuments relate now about this land, mtensively inhab-
ited and prosperous in former times, where a fortress towered above
each crossroad and monasteries and bishopric centres deepened
Christian teaching.

This province was mighty military - religious center and indus-
trial region of medieval Georgia. Traditional Georgian feudal families
ruled here. It was advanced output for Georgia for keeping an eye on
mouslem countries. Mouslem world naturally considered this prov-
ince to be a key to conquer Georgia. The borders of historic prov-
inces used to be changed during all the Middle Age long. Further-
more, architectural category like dwelling house is unable to be locked
i any region without spreading outside. It is natural that our rela-
tion sometimes widens territories outside of Meskhet - Javakheti.

When a tourist views this land with its historic and architec-
tural monuments, a logic question comes to him and perhaps certain
dissatisfaction rises: he cannot see together with monuments, civil
and ecclesiastic architectural creations that very space, which we shall
discuss below. This space with all its features is created by agricul-
tural nation and it functioned during many centuries as an ideal eco-
logical world. It is clear that during those centuries its artistic face
used to change, its interior improved etc. And a question comes: where
did the people live who created these monuments? Are these churches
and monasteries of special order of inhabitant and reply their needs?
Unfortunately, to answer this question, the tourist guide (a worker of
tourist firm or merely acknowledged person) points to the capital of
Georgia, meaning Opened Ethnographic Museum.

Indeed, in 60 - s of 20™ century it was decided to organize a
museum of folk architecture in Thilisi, at the territory nearby the
Tortoise Lake. [t meant to remove the unique samples of dwelling
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houses from all parts of Georgia. So, the houses had to be removed
from certain villages or towns - they had to be disassembled, trans-
ported a rebuilt at the territory, chosen for them. This museum was
really created and it has quite many visitors. It is possible to view
development of folk architecture according to samples from regions
of Georgia here. The main resultis that many splendid samples, which
would be destroyed at their native places, had been reserved in this
museum. Nevertheless, the modern view at this question arises cer-
tain skepticism. It The negative result of this useful and necessary
action is also clear Perhaps it was better to create the museum with
the models of houses, protecting and remaining originals themselves
at the native places.

Many charts and conventions, dedicated to cultural heritage,
forbid not only replacement of immobile monuments, but even el-
ementary interference in them. That time neither these conventions
were known to Georgian Soviet soclety, nor the state meant special
programmes for monuments - the programmes, where each monu-
ment would be a subject of individual approach and protection ac-
cording to its unique specific features. For that state it was sufficient
a present situation. In created museum, of coarse, had been saved
some individual samples. We must repeat here, that they would be
destroyed at their native places for the modern type of house, which
imitates urban house in certain details, begun to spread step by step
in ancient villages. New generations had new modern requirements.
At this land there still are the old people, who remember, that in
Meskhi houses a variation of Georgian house with “darbazi”) simul-
taneously lived even 7 generations of one family. It is realized now,
that the buildings of this sort were not only dwelling houses; their
conservative type partly is connected with fortitude of superstitions
and notions. Families, indivisibles in past, had been disintegrated in
small units, according to generations, but these ancient houses used
to unite relatives, being the points of collecting to fest certain family
celebrations or other dates. So there existed gravity to sacred place,
alter, hearth of family, as a mighty tool against community or village
decay. True, these dwellings never been official worship centers but
we think its possible to name them also cult - social buildings. Com-
munity or kin i= already a certain society and the ritual house always
contains worship functions too.

The immobile monument, even if it is a sample of folk creation,
has various functions. This variety means also the social view, the
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cultural and historical process of development and perhaps political
one too. The idea is that belonging of a region to any country and its
culture mainly is realized according to architectural monument and
then it disappears from this territory, or the land of origin, commu-
nity naturally leaves its main space and begins the quick process of
devastation of ancient inhabitations. One of the provoking reasons
actually 1s not remaining of traditional architecture (ill. XVIII, XIX).

We must also mark that an ancient dwelling house never exists
isolated. When it becomes a museum exhibit, it partly losses the fea-
tures of monument, for it 1s a monument with all its infra - structure,
environment, surrounding inhabitation, landscape, communications
net with churches, fortresses, village squares etc.

What is generally Meskhis dwelling house, why 1s it interesting?
Where was it able to form as a united and balanced system? Many
works are dedicated to Georgian houses, especially dwellings of
“darbazi” (hall type and they are described quite detailed. But great
number of questions, connected with them actually needs further
research in various directions. Here we only review them shortly and
at the example of Meskhis “darbazi” discuss conditions of its appear-
ance and reasons of its viability.

Meskhis darbazi 1s a dug - out or half dug - out building. Evi-
dently it naturally appeared in mountainous land. The inner space
of hills 1s realized for dwelling. The walls of dug - out are built with
stones. Mainly these are local, easily available types. The planning of
a house does not obey any order. These houses can be divided in
mere and complicated types by planning. In mere type we mean the
central space - a hall (“darbazi”) itself, to which adjoin one or several
auxiliary annexes. In spite of not strait outlines, we can classify them
as central planned ones (for example - dwelling house in Chachkari
village near Vardzia rocky ensemble, “darbazi” in Khizabavra (ill.
IIT), Aspindza district etc.). Another type of planning gives quite dif-
ferent picture. This is genuine “painting” of planning with spaces,
joined around halls, or the unity of separate cores. These are genuine
community houses, where lived 5 - 6 families simultaneously. Area
of Naskidashvili’s house (village Vale, Akhaltsikhe district) 1s 1710
m?, including auxiliary annexes (ill. X). Here we must mark that some-
what “painting manner” of planning 1s typical for almost all the
samples of Meskhis” houses (for example, Aspinadzes’ house in Saro
village, where the complex of spaces spreads radial from two wings of
central hall, ill. V).
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Often we can see houses with longitudinal planning too. They
are framed with strict geometric forms and are typical for ancient
Georgian towns. The samples of this kind we can see in Akhaltsikhe
and Saakadzes” house is actually distinguished by dynamic plan, as
the harmonic ensemble of halls of various sizes (ill. VI). Dwellings
with longitudinal planning also are found in villages but nevertheless
are of strict planning (ill. V. For example, the Okromelidzes’ house in
Muskhi village).

But the main feature of these houses is their upper structures.
They are built by horizontal laying, with high domed and apertures
in their heights opposite of the hearth in the centre of a hall. This
construction in Georgia is named “a crown” and evidently it is the
best name. In vertical section the house is realized in two parts - the
dwelling space and its cover, which corresponds to a junction of crown
with its laying and artistic view, created by it. The parallel laying gives
many abilities from pyramidal space (square, stepped laying) tll full
cone (Octagonal or twelve angled laying). In case of quadrangular
and octagonal laying interchange of rhombi resembles a rhombic lay-
ing too (ill. VIIL IX, XII, XV, XVI).

When we speak about any field of man’s activities, we must be
quite careful, awarding to it a grade like “folk” or “classic”. We must
not forget that “classic” never excludes “folk” and folk’s work also
can become a classic creation. Such is Meskhis dwelling house. No
doubt, it 1s a folk creation for a house of this kind is an environmen-
tal balance, worked during centuries by means of spontaneous senses
and of coarse, the result of systematized mentality. Restoration of
energy, softened by labour better happens in such space. The sun
heat, absorbed by man better is unloaded in pyramidal space than
in angular. Furthermore, a man receives warmth and light from above,
just like a great space (the aperture, cut in ceiling, heat, lifting up
from hearth, filling by temperature the space of crown). Vitruvius
explamed quite clearly (and quite shortly, what is most typical for
him) an ecological merit of these dwellings: “These houses are warm
in winter and cool in summer.” Here we have to discuss briefly also
the second part of Vitruvius’ treatise, exactly 5" part of 1% chapter of
the 2 book, although the 4" chapter also describes Georgian reality,
related to Georgian wooden hall, typical for Colkhida, especially in
seaside line of Western Georgia.

Vitruvius lived in 2" half of 1* century B. C. He was an engi-
neer and architect himself. He is the author of a treatise about archi-
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tecture, almost completely preserved till our age (“Ten books about
architecture”). [{e aimed this work for the emperor (better - the prin-
ceps) Octavianus Augustus. For naturally, no accidental “architec-
ture” style could be enclosed in this treatise.

Vitruvius has described a structure like Meskhis dwelling (we
think, it is the same one) under the general name of Phrygian house.
But it is impossible to understand Vitruvius’ work, especially this part
of it without imaging the result of his style; or we have to mean some-
thing, what is not said but it exists by all means. Because of certain
reason (it is clear, why) Vitruvius leaves out “trifles” in his text, evi-
dently it was quite difficult for him to imagine a minimal level of
reader’s education and meant that his logic categories were clear for
everybody. He says: “As for Phrygians, who live in arid lands and
have little woodl, they choose hills, dig them, cut entries and widen
dug - outs accor d_mg to natural conditions. They construct conic roofs
by means of beams, which are first covered with clay and then with
a thick layer of earth. These houses are very warm in winter and cool
in summer”.

"It is another question of what would be meant under “Phrygia”.
When Vitruvius wrote his work, the Minor Asian state of Phrygia had
been disappeared long ago and it did not mean any bordered state
territory. It was only a geographic term for Vitruvius and it meant
central regions of Asia Minor and that adjoined territories, which
are known of their mountainous relief, or the territories, the land-
scape of which is “Phrygian”. According to Vitruvius, people chose
here hills, constructed cones by beams and covered again with earth,
restoring their initial face. Here Vitruvius says nothing about roof -
aperture, evidently he thinks that it is clear: dug - out cannot have
windows. In the dug - out, in its centre must be burned fire by all
means and it is natural, an aperture must be above it in the ceiling,
at the top of a cone. So this source is a description of 1" century B. C.
Meskhis dwelling. Its structures are still remained but Vitruvius, as
he says, describes an ancient type of dwelling house. It 1s true, but we
still have actual evidences of this ancient story in Georgia. It's of course
so, but the evidence of its anciency has to be searhed in Georgia.
Here we must take into consideration that it i1s too difficult to find
and fix archeological structures at this very territory of Georgia: the

house is dug - out (earthen), the roof is wooden and every detail of

the whole structure and its constructions cannot be identified and
still the house of this kind is excavated in Georgia. When we say “this
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kind”, we mean Meskhis” house, which has certain differences from
Kartlian “darbazi”: the support in the centre of space is not charac-
teristic to Meskhis” dwellings, when in Kartlian “darbazi” the central
support “central - column” is a religious and constructive element
and it :ymboli/eb unity of all community. As for Meskhis’ dwelling,
here “crown” supports on walls and perhaps even this description is
not full exact: the wooden supports adjoin the walls of the dug-out,
faced with stones and horizontal beams lean on them. The reason of
it is that nothing keeps stone and wooden material fixed and the
constructive unity is obtained by supports, adjoining the walls.

In 1977 Uplistsikhe archeological expedition found an ancient
dwelling at the foot of ancient town Uplistsikhe, in 1.5 km from it.
Here we can perfectly see a plan of building and many constructive
details. What is 1mportant we can quite exactly date this house to the
3" century B. C.. and it contains all the details for its reconstruction:
burned fragments of the crown, frames of wall - adjoined supports
with their bases, the stage of pressed clay, central hearth etc (1ll. XIII,
XIV). By its planning and constructions it doesn’t differ from N[e:khlb
“darbazi” and of course, Vitruvius was right, when he called this type
of house “ancicent” NOW we have a {ull set: the written source, the
archeological evidence and the ethnographic reality - still remained
houses with “darbazi”. Though there is also a category, which needs
great carefulness and more examination to be considered in context
of dwelling houses. These are “darbazi” dwellings too, still remained
and dispersed in Tori - the region, bordening to Meskhet - Javakheti.
They attract attention because they are completely built with stone
and together with false domes.

The main difficulty 1s that there i1s not an exact date for stone
“darbazis” yet and furthermore we have no clear imagination about
their functions. Scientific literature considers them in type of dwell-
mg category yet. Surface of these buildings make quite an archaic
impression, for instance by laying, which i1s well-expressed archaic,
polygonal one. The stones are close fitting. Traces of tools we see only
at vertical blocks of door aperture and threshold. Only stooped man
is able to enter these apertures. It is clear, that in the Middle Ages
people used these buildings mainly as cattle - sheds. Sometimes they
had found tops of cones and arranged openings. [t means that al-
1hough these buildings imitate dwelhng houses, initially they had no
openings in ceiling, so fire was not burnt in the centre here (ll. XX,

XXI),
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As we already marked, these buildings are still classified as
dwellings without any evidences. If we ask some questions, this deter-
mination of their function will become very dubious: first of all, what
may be a reason of arranging stone, not wooden false domes at dwell-
ings in the region, which was one of the richest provinces of forests in
Georgia (see special maps 140 - 141 and 142 - 143 of atlas of Geor-
gia) and remains these reserves both of deciduous and coniferous
sorts? Besides this stone “darbazi” houses are placed in terraces at
special longitudinal squares. If population inhabited here and these
are villages, why are there no plough - lands and pastures, used by
this society? These agricultural lands are not around mentioned
houses. Furthermore, if these are dwellings with stone constructions
instead of wooden, planning of them must correspondt to dug - outs.
We must review this question more carefully. In dwellings with wooden
crowns, or Meskhian and Georgian “darbazi” house rooms are formed
in balanced, communicated system. Each space has its own function
and all of them are collected around centre - the hall, ended by a
crown itself and it unites separate space units in the whole house.

In case of stone halls we have absolutely different picture: their
planning means maximum isolation of square or round crowned
chambers (but not sound spaces).

By planning we see a range of spaces, placed along a longitudi-
nal axis, finished by isolated chambers. We cannot see here a com-
mon model of (wellings, but this type looks like created for another
aim. Stony chamber really is a diminished model of “darbazi”. For
what may be used stone, as a material? Very carefully we can assume
that these stone halls may be funeral structures, or diminished mod-
els of dwellings. created for funeral aims. Furthermore, planning of
remained and found models are full copies of rocky graves, which we
see so often in the whole Near Fast and not only there - in Georgia
too. In this case a picture of attraction between wooden dwelling and
its stone model acquires logic image. Here we must say that research
of stone halls i= a business that must be begun in future and i1t will
need quite long activities.

Culture contains many spheres, but generally it is historically
and socially agreed expression of various directions of man'’s activity,
his attitude to nature, society and at last to himself. It provokes him
for further activities and the same time organizes them 1in all spheres,
among them one of the main aspirations - to create a dwelling, his
one model of the world. He created it — divided from a great reality a
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long activities. :

Culture contains many spheres, but generally it is historically
and socially agreed expression of various directions of man’s activ-
ity, his attitude to nature, society and at last to himself. It provokes
him for further activities and the same time organizes them in all
spheres, among them one of the main aspirations - to create a
dwelling, his one model of the world. He created it — divided from a
great reality a small space - his dwelling and became the base for
his humanity, or realized similar creations in the world, built by
him. This is the beginning of culture. Before this merely was a fire,
as a “centre of the world”, which step by step became an acting
axis and independent architectural detail. It initially dictated a man
that a space around him had to be created according to his de-
mands. The crown is a form, demanded by fire, it had been created
at the direction of smoke spreading and smoke — aperture with
flue consist the direct connection of a man between his own space
and the great world.

There is very interesting picture of this in Chachkari village,
that very place, from where the dwelling with “darbazi” had been
taken to the museum. This is a half rocky village and caved houses
still function as thrifty buildings. In one of the caved former dwell-
ing we can see the aperture of conic form, similar to the crown. It
appears as a flue above the central hearth and expression of con-
nection with the outer world (ill. XXII). If we examine the drawing
of Akhaltsikhe “darbazi” dwelling, first of all we notice a dynamic
system of various crowns, directed to sky. Its constructive expres-
sions, covered by earthen layer, are similar to natural hills (ill. VL, X,
XI). This is protection of landscape, its animation with forms, like
Natural ones and realization of the main demand of architecture or
harmonic and logic attractions between inner and outer spaces.
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