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Georgians in Byzantine Empire in XI century
(Grigol Bakurianis-dze)

Georgia, an extreme East fort post of Christianity had formed close
spiritual and political ties with its Christian neighbor and a logical natural
ally — Byzantine Empire, which on its part represented the main abutment
of the Eastern Christianity for centuries and was one of the mightiest
powers in the world of that period.

Many Georgians visited the splendid city of Constantinople and other
cultural-political centers of the Empire with different aims and missions:
envoys of kings’ and ecclesiastic hierarchies, merchants loaded with East-
ern goods and those who wished to become monks in foreign cloisters. It
happened that some Georgians also settled in this powerful state. They
pursued political careers of their own and worked hard to fulfill their dreams.
One of these persons was Grigol Bakurianis-dze, who became a very influ-
ential and important figure in the Byzantine Empire at the second half of
the XTI century.

Grigol Bakurianis-dze was born in the family of Bakuriani, who was
Eristavt-eristavi (province Governor) of Tao. In the opinion of A. Shanidze,
he even could be a descendant of the Bagrationi royal family [7:9,13].
From the beginning of the century, Grigol’s native Tao — the extreme South
province of Georgia —became a part of the neighboring Byzantine Empire.
Partly because he and his younger brother, Abaza lost their father in early
childhood, they decided to test their skills and abilities by joining the
Imperial army. Ferocious in battles and talented in strategy, the young
Georgian noblemen made quick and successful military career. Grigol was
especially successful in this field. Initially, with a sword in his hand, he
fought to carry out ambitious aspirations of Constantinople in the Asian
part of Byzantium. The Imperial court valued his valor: Grigol was granted
the position of an army commander in the Eastern region of the Empire and
at the same time received the title of Sebastos.

Thanks to his high military position, Grigol Bakurianis-dze was able to
influence the outcome of the battle between the pretenders for the Cae-
sar’s throne. Accordingly, his support to Alexis Komnenos, later the founder
of the Komnenos dynasty, contributed to the latter’s ascension to the
throne in 1081. Soon, by the new Emperor’s order, the famous commander,
Grigol Sebastos was promoted to the position of “Grand Domesticos of
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the West” (Megas Domesticos). It should be noted that there were only
two Great Domesticos or Commanders in the whole Empire: one in charge
of the Eastern regions (i.¢. territories in Asia), and the other in charge of
the Western regions (i.¢. teritories in Europe) of the Empire. From now on
the Georgian Commander was responsible for the defense of Imperial mil-
itary-strategic interests in Europe. It was already the pick of military career
in general.

Grigol fought loyally and devoted his entire life to the prosperity and
might of the Byzantine Empire. As he said himself, he together with other
Georgians shed lot of blood for “gain and defense” of this state. Under his
command the Byzantine army had won many victorious battles against
different enemies of the Empire. Already a famous commander, Grigol men-
tioned with particular satisfaction that he managed to defeat and smash
“the people of Pachaniks (Pecheneg), faithless and quite strong enemies
of Christians and Greeks”, and these victories “will be remembered for a
long time after my death.”

In spite of such loyalty to a foreign power, Grigol never forgot the
interests of his own motherland. In Tao, near a place called Bana he per-
sonally met with the king of Georgia George II and ceded him the city-
fortress of Kari (today city of Qars, in Turkey) together with its bordering
region. The district, previously situated within the borders of Byzantine
Empire, had been conquered by Turk-Seljuks, and from there they were
driven out by George II in 1073. Presumably, this gesture made by Grigol
implied that Byzantine had recognized this province as a part of Georgia
[1:19; 3:283-285]. “The king George went to his land of Tao, and reached
Bana. And the commander of the East, Grigol Bakurianis-dze, who owned
Oltisi, Karnu-town, and Kari, came before them there. They rejoiced and
relaxed. And he ceded to King George the city-fortress of Kari with the
bordering lands, and then they parted” [8:318].

Grigol Bakurianis-dze was surrounded by many Georgian warriors also
serving in the imperial army in different ranks and positions. “Grand Do-
mesticos” was always very attentive to his countrymen. He considered it
his duty. It was this aspect of his personality that earned him in his own
motherland the name “the host of all Georgians™'.

Grigol intended to gather together his countrymen after their service in
the army. For them as well as for his personal desire to have a sanctuary
and a crypt for his bones, he together with his brother founded a cloister

' So is he mentioned in the Georgian manuscripts [see: 4:256].
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with their own funds, earned with their blood and sweat. Being an owner
of numerous estates in various parts of the Byzantine Empire, he chose a
place distinguished for its beauty near Philippoupolis (presently the city
of Plovdiv).

“I had great wish from the beginning of my service in the East and
before moving to the West to build a church and a monastery for burial
and for a resting place of my errant bones; but many of my sins and
obligations kept me away and I could not fulfill my wish until now” [7:68]
—reveals to us Great Grigol his long time desire.

Thus, a foundation was laid to the Georgian monastery in Balkans that
received its name Petritsoni according to the nearby village (it is known
that this toponym derives from the Bulgarian “Petrich™).? From now on,
the members of the Georgian community, once serving in the Byzantine
army, continued to live as a new entity that of a monastery brotherhood.
Those warriors who once smashed the enemies of the Christian Empire
were now wearing monk’s gowns having transformed themselves into
servants of God. Instead of swords and spears now they had crucifixes
and gospels, while their loud battle cry was replaced with silent prayers
and graces. But what was the most important, Georgians driven to the
foreign country for various reasons, could stay together as a community
that survived for centuries: even now their bones remain side by side in
their graves. Thus, Grigol fulfilled his desire.

The fact that the Monastery was built exceptionally for Georgians was
stressed several times in the monastery regulations or in typicon that was
written by the founder of the monastery himself in 1083, right after the
completion of its building. It is important, that the typicon was written
both in Greek and Georgian, and Grigol, who cared very much for his
countrymen, explains it this way: “The monks of the monastery are like me,
Georgians and they cannot read Greek, but can read this typicon in Geor-
gian and take it to heart” [7:126]. In addition, Grigol made sure that the
monastery would stay under Georgian management, not allow foreigners
to take over its control even in future. He made special provisions that
only one Greek would be allowed to serve in the monastery and he should
be a clerk to facilitate correspondence between the monastery and the
secular government. The regulations (typicon) strictly forbade presence
of a Greek priest in the monastery.

' About the monastery name see [2:45; 7:245; 4:260; 5:108, 119; 6:33].
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Among all written regulations of Georgian monasteries, the typicon of
Petritsoni Monastery is the only one that miraculously survived vicissi-
tudes of time and perfectly reached the present days.

The Great Commander took good care of the monastery’s economic
welfare and its future. He built a hospital, three inns in different places,
acquired and donated several estates - villages with peasants, pastures,
vineyards, arable lands, castles, forests, a lake for fishing, and a mill. He
also supplied the monastery with Georgian theological books and pre-
cious church items.

“This holy Monastery of Georgians”: was dedicated to Virgin Marry.
The main temple was also built in the name of Our Lady as well. The other
two churches carried the names of John the Baptist and St. George. In
addition to the churches, cells for monks and a warehouse were also built.
In short, everything was prepared so that the monastery could function
independently. On a nearby slope Grigol built one more two-storey build-
ing. There was a church on the second floor and a crypt on the first floor.
This is the only building of the monastery that survived to the present in
its original form. On the surviving ancient frescos inside the church, one
can clearly see the images of the ktirors’, the founder of the monastery
and his brother Abaza Magistros.

Grigol Bakurianis-dze had also founded a school (seminary) in the
Petritsoni Monastery for Georgian youth to educate them for their future
cultural and educational activity. In the seminary a respected, well educat-
ed monk would be selected to teach the young generation. The pupils
were fully provided in the monastery with meals and clothes; their teacher
was paid from the monastery funds.

Thus, the great Georgian man who served all his life abroad in foreign
country, lived his life honorably and paid his debt to his motherland as
well. In 1086, not long after founding the Monastery, Grigol Bakurianis-
dze was killed in the battle against the Pechenegs, the enemies of the
Byzantine Empire. According to his will, he was buried in his Monastery
crypt, where he himself had buried his younger brother Abaza not long
before.

The famous Commander, who served all his life to the cause of strength-
ening the military might of the Byzantine Empire, who had achieved every-
thing a solder could dream about - the highest army ranks and positions,
name, power and glory, and who later died honorably, proudly declared:
“Because we are Georgians, firms as our ancestors and brought up with
skills of martial arts, we have been accustomed to life’s difficulties while
living in the lay society and now we have decided to change our way of
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life in order to become monks and live by canonic regulations far from the
lay world” [7:62].

The Petritsoni monastery of Georgians founded by Grigol Bakurianis-
dze was a Georgian cultural center abroad for centuries. Like in other Geor-
gian religious temples, here too, a lot was done to promote and strengthen
Georgian and Byzantine ties in the field of education and culture.

“This Petritsoni Monastery became one of the major centers that cul-
tivated Georgian literature, especially in the eleventh-twelfth centuries.
Here, a very special literary school was developed, that is known as the
Petritsoni School. In this school a special attention was given to works on
dogmatic and philosophical writings, which contributed to creating Geor-
gian philosophical language and terminology” — this is how Acad. K.
Kekelidze defined its cultural importance [2:46]. “Petritsoni literary and
philosophical school brought Georgian literature closer to the Byzantine;
with its translations of dogmatic and philosophical works, and extensive
commentaries, it contributed greatly to the development of Georgian philo-
sophical thought” — wrote Prof. L. Menabde [4:271]. The role of the Petrit-
soni Monastery is quite important in the history of Bulgaria as well and it
is pointed out in the country’s historiography [9:15].

Today in Bulgaria, the Petritsoni Monastery is known under the name
of the Bachkovo Monastery, deriving from the name of a near-by village
and is situated some thirty kilometers away from the Bulgarian city of
Plovdiv, in the beautiful valley of the river Asenits. The work of the Geor-
gians’ is still remembered here.

Today, even after a millennium, the sense of respect to the merits of
their illustrious ancestors brings many Georgians to the Monastery and
inspire them to pray and lit a candle at this holy place. And once again
Georgian words resound within the monastery walls and prayers are said
to the souls of Great Grigol, his brother Abaza and their comrades-in-arms.
Amen!
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