
T H E R O L E O F E M P E R O R H E R A K L E I O S I N M E D I E V A L 

G E O R G I A N H I S T O R I O G R A P H Y 

Nikolo^ A le ksi cl%e 

And Emperor Herakleios cleansed the Christian faith and left.1 

After taking the throne in 610, Emperor Herakleios faced two great threats to 
the Empire, the Persian invasion and a considerable religious disorder. Therefore, 
he had to wage war on two fronts, although in many cases the two — religious 
and political — overlapped. This was especially felt in the Caucasus, one o f the 
regions most vulnerable to the Persian offensive, where the religious stand o f the 
population directly determined the political affiliation." 

The seventh century was a crucial period for the whole Caucasus, not only 
for the Georgian kingdom. The beginning o f the seventh century was marked 
by one o f the most important events o f the period: the schism between the 
Georgian and the Armenian Churches. The Caucasian kingdoms of Iberia, 
Armenia, and Albania (not to be confused with Iberia and Albania in Europe) 
soon afterwards took their final cultural, religious, and political shapes. The 
importance of Herakleios' policy towards the Caucasus is attested by numerous 
Armenian authors in both historical and legendary traditions. Herakleios was no 
a less hero in Georgian historiography, and Georgian narratives and tradition 
attributed a quite distinct function to him. I will try to demonstrate what the role 
of Herakleios was in the "life of Kar t l i " according to the medieval Georgian 
historiographers. 

1 dr?J(jjjóü Jôcnmpy>nbôu. [The Conversion of Kartli] dggcoo Joífncô rrjoo jó^oc^rr^fgo-^c^o 
^"ÔO^Ô'D^ 0^ ^0oC?0^° hV-X b^ j ^Gnnoo fVIonumentsof old Georgian hagiographical 
literature 1, from the fifth to tenth centuries], ed. Ilia Abuladze (Tbilisi: Mecniereba, 
1963), 95-96. 

2 On the reign of Herakleios and religious situadon in the period see: Walter Kaegi, 
Heraclius: Emperor of Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Walter 
Kaegi, Army, Society and Keligion in Byzantium (London: Variorum, 1982); Nina Garsoian, 
Armenia Between Byzantium and the Sasanians (London: Variorum, 1985); Paul Goubert, 
Byzance avant l'Islam, 2 vols, (Paris: Geuthner, 1951-1965); John Haldon, Byzantium in the 
Seventh Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Michael Whitby, Emperor 
Maurice and his Historian (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). 



After the death o f King Vakhtang Gorgasali around 502, the unity o f the 

kingdom of Iberia3 began to shatter. During the reign o f Vakhtang's son, Dachi, 4 

the nobles started to rebel against the central authority. Soon, in the 520s, western 

Georgia-Lazika became independent from the kings o f Iberia. In 523 the Laz 

rebelled against the Persians and accepted Roman supremacy. In the same year, 

Gurgen, king of Iberia, rebelled against the Persians, which provoked a long war in 

the Caucasus between Rome and Persia. In 532 an "eternal peace" was established 

between the Persians and Romans which divided the spheres of influence: western 

Georgia (Lazika) entered Roman dominion, while eastern Georgia (Iberia) had to 

accept Persian supremacy. As a result, around 541 the Persians abolished kingship 

in Iberia (having already abolished it in Armenia in 428). During the reign of 

Khosrau Anushirvan (531-539), Iberia was incorporated into the Persian Empire 

and the highest authority became a Persian mar^pan, who resided in Tbilisi. 

According to Georgian sources (The Life of Kartli,1' The Conversion of Kartli ) , 

around the last decades of the sixth century, during the reign of King Hormizd 

I V (579-590), the princes (eristavis) of Iberia decided to institute local authority 

and chose Guaram Kouropalates as the erismtavart of Iberia. From that moment 

on the erismtavaris o f Iberia received Roman titles. Around 571 the Armenians 

also rebelled against Persian rule, under the leadership o f Vardan Mamikonean. 

The Georgian name for Iberia is Kartli and Egrisi is used for Lazika. Here I will use the 
European names for convenience. 

The exact dates of his reign are unknown. 
5 A ruler of a province in Sassanian Iran in the fourth to the sixth centuries. They were 
usually appointed where the kingship was abolished. 
6 JoComgynb ßbmjrfjaj [The Life of Kartli], ed. Simon Khaukchishvili, vol. 1 (Tbilisi: 
Saxelgami, 1955), 1-50. 

On The Conversion of Kartli see: G. Patsch, "Die Bekehrung Georgiens," Bedi Kartlisa 33 
(1975): 291-292; Margaret Wadrop and Oliver Wadrop, "Life of St. Nino," Studia Biblica 
and Ecclesiastics. 5, No. 1 (1900): 1—88; Zaza Aleksidze, "Le nouveau manuscrit Géorgien 
sinaitique N50, Edition en facsimile," in Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientáltam 
(Lovain: Peeters, 2001); Zaza Aleksidze, "Four Versions of the 'Conversion of Georgia'," 
in Die Christianisierung des Kaukasus / The Christianization of Caucasus (Armenia, Georgia, 
Albania), Referate des Internationalen Symposions (Wien, 9. bis 12. Dezember 1999), ed. Werner 
Seibt (Vienna: Austrian Academy of Sciences, 1999), 9—16; Robert W. Thomson, Rewriting 
Caucasian History: The Medieval Armenian Adaptation of the Georgian Chronicles. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1996), 84—152; jôC>m£ooh (jbojtíjió, [The Life of Kartli], ed. Simon 
Khaukchishvili, vol. 1 (Tbilisi: Saxelgami, 1955), reprinted as K'art'lis c'xovreba: The Georgian 
Royal Annals and Their Medieval Armenian Adaptation, with a new introduction by Simon H. 
Rapp, vol. 1 (Delmar, NY: Caravan Books, 1998). 
8 A Georgian word (literally the head of eristavis) for the prince of princes. Supposedly 
Guaram was the first ruler of Kartli from the Bagrationi family. 



Iberia also took part in that rebellion and in the 570s all of Georgia and Armenia 
entered Roman protection. In the 580s the war for the Caucasus broke out again. 
Although the sources about the end o f the sixth century are quite confused, one 
might suggest that Iberia was still under Roman dominion until the very end of 
the sixth century, when the Persians took over once again. Such was the situation 
in Georgia before the ecclesiastical schism between the Churches o f Iberia and 
Armenia and before the period o f Herakleios' invasion.9 

The first thing that the student o f Georgian history discovers in studying the 
first half o f the seventh century is the fact that the sources give little information 
about the period. Almost all of the available Georgian chronicles date to a later 
period, namely, the tenth and eleventh centuries, except The Conversion of Katili, 
which is from the seventh century. The events o f this period seem to have 
been obscure to later historiographers. Only two Georgian authors mention 
the events at the beginning o f the seventh century, that is to say, the schism 
between the Georgian and the Armenian sources and the main figure o f the 
event, Katholikos Kyron. These are Arseni o f Sapara in the eleventh century and 
Vakhushti Bagrationi, an eighteenth-century historian. At the same time, every 
source focuses on the person o f Herakleios and his role in the Caucasus; he 
became the central figure in Georgian narratives. One thing is evident: the period 
around the invasion of Herakleios is mythologized and is heavily influenced by a 
general apocalyptic perception o f his reign. 

The role o f Herakleios in Georgian historiography becomes clear i f one 
pays attention to the scope and aims of medieval Georgian history-writing, how 
it perceived Georgian history and its role in universal history. As the title itself 
suggests, the program of The Conversion of Kartli is to tell the story o f the process 
of Christianization in Georgia. For this narrative as well as for the other sources 
Christianization was not a single act at a single moment of history,1 0 but a long-
term process with a beginning and an end. I would argue that the seventh century, 
namely, the invasion by Herakleios, was perceived as a closing moment in the 
whole history o f "salvation" or the conversion o f Georgia, after which peace, 
unity, and "orthodoxy" flourished in the kingdom. 

Looking closely at The Conversion of Kartli, only a few passages in the text take 
the form of a narrative, otherwise it is a mere chronicle, partly only a list of kings 
and rulers. The three instances at which the annalistic structure turns into a proper 

9 For the history of Kartli of the period see: [Davit Musxelishvili] ro^ocn d^Lbgrroo'ogor^o, 
hô/Jô(6o>jngvcr> djr>cobj-dfflJghg bô'jj^jGjjndn [Georgia in the fourth to eighth centuries], 
(Tbilisi: Mematiane, 2003), 200-300. 
1 0 Although a separate extensive passage is dedicated to St. Nino's work. 



narrative are: the invasion of Alexander the Macedonian and the founding o f the 
kingdom of Iberia by King Pharnavaz (fourth-third century BC); Constantine 
and the baptism of King Mirian (first half o f the fourth century AD), together 
with the insdtudon of the office o f katholikos (patriarch), that is, the granting o f 
autocephaly to the Church by King Vakhtang Gorgasali (c. 540—602); and finally, 
the invasion by Herakleios and the "final cleansing" of the faith." 

Thus, there are three focal points in history as presented by The Conversion 
of Kartli: the founding of the Georgian kingdom by Pharnavaz and the first idea 
of Georgian unity, Christianization, and autocephaly; and three central figures: 
Pharanavaz — the founder of the kingdom, Mirian — the first officially Christian 
king, and Vakhtang — a great king and the one who secured autocephaly for 
the Georgian Church. By analogy, three imperial figures triggered these pivotal 
points in the history of Kartli: Alexander the Great, Constantine, and Herakleios. 
Therefore, when analyzing Herakleios' role in Georgian narratives, one must keep 
in mind that he had a concrete function for the sources and needed to fit into 
the structure of Georgian "salvation history," which was nurtured by the general 
apocalyptic ideas of the period.'" The activities o f Herakleios, both religious and 
military, played a crucial role in later events in the Caucasus. Herakleios remained 
in the memory of Georgia as the third great "king" who came and brought 
radical and long-term changes to the region after Alexander the Macedonian 
and Constantine the Great. Herakleios was perceived as just as important for 
the formation of the Georgian kingdom as the first two. According to this semi-
historical tradition, Alexander created the kingdom of Iberia: "He ordered the 
faith for the whole land [of Iberia] and left" and Constantine baptized it. But 

11 The Conversion of Kartli, 95—130. 
1 2 For the apocalyptic ideas around Herakleios see: Gerrit J. Reinink, "Heraclius, the New 
Alexander: Apocalyptic Prophecies during the Reign of Heraclius," in The Reign of Heraclius 
(610—641): Crisis and Confrontation, ed. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte (Louvain: 
Peeters, 2002) , 81—94; Gerrit J. Reinink, "Die Entstehung der syrischen Alexanderlegende 
als politisch-religiöse Propagandaschrift für Herakleios' Kirchenpolitik," in After Chalcedon: 
Studies in Theology and Church History Offered to Professor Albert van Roeyforhis Seventieth Birthday, 
ed. C. Laga, et al. Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 18 (Louvain: Peeters, 1985), 2 6 3 - 2 8 1 ; 
Wout Jac van Bekkum, "Jewish Messianic Expectations in the Age of Heraclius," in The 
Reign of Heraclius (610—641): Crisis and Confrontation, ed. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. 
Stolte "(Louvain: Peeters, 2002), 9 5 - 1 1 2 . 
13 The Tife of Kartli, 19. The whole passage says: "And Alexander ordered Azon to worship 
the sun and the moon and five stars and to serve an invisible god, the father of all, 
for there was not a prophet and teacher of true faith in those times, to teach and to 
show, but he himself made up a faith ordered it for the whole kingdom [of Iberia] and 
left." (foó "gofodóGó ^c^gJL^Gfofog >i'bn61s, &>ào)à o^^o^liQgScoogb" S'bglw ro,> 3cr>nß^(i:)glk,> 



what did Herakleios do that remained in the memory of Georgians? The problem 

is to distinguish what is historical fact from what is another myth 1 4 of an alien king 

coming and introducing changes in the history o f a people. 

Herakleios is widely regarded as one o f the few late Roman emperors who 

left the capital city and personally took part in military campaigns.'1 But the 

question o f how trustworthy the sources actually are which deal with his sojourn 

in the Caucasus has not yet been posed.16 I n the history o f the Caucasus the 

invasion o f Herakleios plays a double role. From the seventh century onward, the 

three Caucasian kingdoms received their final geopolitical and religious shapes; 

the process o f the unification of Iberia and Lazika started and the Chalcedonian 

faith finally prevailed there. Armenia chose the anri-Chalcedonian faith, that is, a 

pro-Persian position. After several decades o f uncertainty Albania ceased to exist 

as a kingdom and a cultural entity. 

The march route o f Herakleios in the Caucasus has been reconstructed 

from sources. In 619, Herakleios established a truce with the Avars and, having 

moved his troops from Thrace to the east in 621, started to prepare a major 

offensive against the Persians. According to the traditionally accepted route, 

Herakleios first took quarters near Nikomedia. He spent the winter in Pontus 

and in Apr i l 623 crossed Armenia (Erzerum — Kars — Shiraq — Dvin) and invaded 

Atropatene (Dvin — Nakchevan — Khoi — Ganzak). In Pontus he met and discussed 

Christological issues with Kyros of Phasis. I n the spring o f 624, the allied army 

of Laz, Abazgs and Iberians' joined him. The campaign ended in failure and in 

the winter 625—626 Herakleios returned to Pontus. In summer 626 Herakleios 

started another campaign and passed through Lazika; with the Khazars as allies 

he crossed the Likh ridge and assaulted Tbilisi in 627. He left the Khazars there 

and invaded Persia and returned victorious to the city o f Ganzak in Atropatene 

ßo.i ßib^lij-gc^gcn^ b^cnenó £°<> 33k^b^fofogÄc°6g6 roSgfocnls^ •gboçfo^gko), fo^Sàofogàgçfjoli.!» 

cjoogcoolí^lk^. fo^SgoT^ 3^k j j ^ l i i i otjoo ^oBAk^coSg^g^grroo roo> Sndrn-^pc^o b j ^ c ^ o l s ^ 
1 4 I would rather use the word myth than legend to stress the foundational meaning of 
Herakleios' invasion. 
1 3 Kaegi, Heraclius: Emperor of Byzantium, 156—192; James Howard-Johnston, "Heraclius' 
Persian Campaigns and the Revival of the East Roman Empire, 622-630," War in History 
6 (1999): 1-44. 
1 0 Hereafter I will mention the Caucasus as a single geopolitical entity. 
1 7 Laz, Abazgs, and Iberians lived in southwestern, northwestern, and central Georgia, 
respectively. 



in the spring o f 628.IK He returned to Constantinople via Armenia and, according 
to other sources, once again passed through Iberia. Georgian historical chronicles 
are more or less unanimous about his sojourn in Iberia and the assault on Tbilisi, 
but reconstructing the whole story is still problematic. However, they do not say 
anything about his travel to Lazika.'9 

The attitude towards Herakleios was affected by the period when the 
historian was writing. For example, Sumbat Davitisdze had a definite mission as a 
historian in the eleventh century, when Georgia was a united kingdom with great 
ambitions. The main aim of his treatise The Life and the History of Bagrationis" is to 
chronicle the lives o f the members of Bagrationi dynasty and how they came to 
power.21 The story starts, of course, from the creation o f the world and argues for 
a Davidic descent o f the royal dynasty7. But the chronicle has another aim, too: By 
that time (the beginning of the eleventh century) the idea of a united Caucasian 
kingdom was flourishing in Georgia and, most importantly, this idea was formed 
in opposition to the Greeks. The Georgians had the ambition o f being equal to 
the Greeks, deserving a strong kingdom which would be an alternative power in 
the region.2 2 Therefore, Sumbat wanted to tell the story of opposition and enmity 
between the Greeks and Georgians and starts the narrative from Herakleios' 
invasion of Iberia. This time Herakleios appears at the beginning o f the narrative, 
followed by two crucial events in the history of Georgia: the invasion of Basil the 
Bulgar-Slayer (976-1025) and the battle with King George I of Georgia, and later 
the war with Constantine V I I I (1025-1028). Therefore, once again the history of 
Georgia is shown through the prism of the world, i.e., Byzantine history, but this 
time not as the acquisition by but as opposition to the Greeks. For Sumbat, the 
united Georgian kingdom was formed by rivalry with the Greeks and Herakleios' 
invasion was the first step in this process. Thus, Herakleios was a central figure 

1 8 Kaegi, Heraclius: Hmperor of Byzantium, 122—156. 
1 9 Except for one, an eleventh-century compilation entitled The Wonderful Stories of the 
Teedsfrom the Old Books, which repeats the Greek narratives. 
2 0 For Sumbat Davitisdze see: Stephen Rapp, "Sumbat Davitisdze and the Vocabulary of 
Political Authority in the Era of Georgian Unification," Journal of the American Oriental 
Society 120, No. 4 (2000): 570-576; Cyril Toumanoff, Medieval Georgian Historical Literature 
(Vllth-XVth Centuries) (New York: Traditio, 1943), 149-153. 
2 1 See Rapp, "Sumbat Davitisdze," 570—576. 
2 2 The work of the Georgian Athonite fathers is another witness to this new ideology. 
23 The Life of Kartli 1, 229-245. 



in the Georgian conception of a united Georgian history.24 On the one hand, he 

was seen as the iinalizer o f Georgian "salvation history" and, on the other hand, 
as the initiator of "national" history. 

Sumbat repeats The Conversion of Kartli almost word for word when describing 

Herakleios' activities in Kartli , but he adds some additional information. 
After he left the fortress of Tbilisi, he went to Gardabani, to Varaz 
Gageli, and camped on the place called Khuzasheni, and blessed Varaz 
Gageli and all o f his people. And he started to erect a church — the most 
splendid one of the churches. And he went to Berduji and stood in the 
middle of the village. And here he erected a stone cross and laid the 
foundation of the church of the Holy Mother of God and finished its 
dome... and from Gardabani he left for Lai and he summoned Prince 
Metsekevneli and blessed him and left for Baghdad.2'1 

Once again, foundation myths mention Herakleios, and moreover, as 
blessing two local princes, Gageli and Metsekevneli. One should not think, 
however, that most o f the information provided by Georgian sources is either 
purely mythological or inaccurate. The existence of the Albanian house o f the 
Metsekevneli is attested in other Georgian sources. Namely, according to the N / 
Sin-50 manuscript, recently discovered on Mt. Sinai, the Metsekevnelis transferred 
the bodies of the Georgian royal family from one place to another at the beginning 
of the Arab invasion. - 6 By the first half o f the eighth century they were already a 

2 4 This is the period when the term Georgia Sakartvelo emerged for the first time to 
describe the territory with one language and one faith under the single rule of a member 
of Bagrationi dynasty. 
2 5 The Tife of Kartli 1,374—375. roo> Sógorom gótnco^iuBKgóčí^ gù£gg^otak. i , roù QMOf^ócLlcn^ 
^fo^oç^ok^ 3^>k, focoSgcTik^ 3Jgo^>6 b-glwtLgBo, C°-> 6^cr)gf^o-k(j^ Q^Od^O aWfols ä^äOC^ku 
£OÓ g^gge^k^ gfnkó 3okk^. fô > o^goo "dgßgi^to gj£ogkrv>k^, fon3g£r>o 030 ^öfo y'oGg^f^gk 

6fok groggê cn̂  ggr^gko^cr)^. ru^ ^ fogo ro^ ^ g ^ C ^ ^ k C°̂> Ö^C^o^ Ô L ) £ ? ^ kcn<gc^>okók>>. 

çoù ôçidù&cna ^• jp foo jgokù ço^ ro^nag^ k^tg^dggç^n Ç'Sorookoi r^3(^mok3cl<^ögcooL^ 

ggefogkookó, ço^ ^ro^kťó^r^ó g-^Sà^cno 3oko. bor^m ddS J^oij^-g y'ónofoco g^d?^ C°̂> ü ° ^3 
°ä° 0 °3 0 C? 0 kokó 2^3coornc*), fo )̂ Qobokm^go c3gn3gfoj). fo^ rof^^dgEocnó áofoo -M^gkm ^Sokco^k, foóBgoT^ o^'J^p kón30fogagr™>o o^o 3g<gf)k^> 3^3JC^okn. bro£oro gArofogànk^ Sokcn^k (̂ 3^30 Ó(OÓ çoà 3go]gko> 3ok^o^ o^o ^^fnfo^à^Gk 3060% gó^g r^okk^ . roo> j^crpfo.iióGnco 3g<gg3ù6 3oQg<ig^ r^^c^k,co^ ^ V ^ 0 ^ ^ ^3^3303^0^?°°^ 3(mgj>ťók.i, G^cogr^i-kQA fo i ^Ó^OCOö hàçnçoùçoli. 2 6 [Zaza Alexidze] %dhó .>£ogjkodg, "^.ifog^ocçv>6 ko6^k Sm^Sfügl-^ßGrnoo S^k^çr^ kuScnEók^řnn gooSác^gjkok "dgk^bgà ko6ók 3cr>ok j^c^œ^co bgr^G^gfoov» .ib^tfoo gnç^ogJQooiD0>6" [From Gareja to Mount Sinai: Unknown material in the Gareja Monastic Complex from the new collection of Georgian manuscripts from Mt. Sinai], in Desert Monastidsm — Gareja and the Christian East, ed. Zaza Shkirdadze (Tbilisi: n.p., 2001), 48—62. 



powerful dynasty in the Kingdom of Georgia.27 The main point is that almost all 
the important building activities are more or less close to that period and the roots 
of the great families are directly connected to Herakleios. 

Another text, attributed to Leonti Mroveli, The Martyrdom of Archil King 
of Kartli, is a good example of how the period of the Heraclean invasion was 
blurred: 

Don't you know who this Archil is? He is the son of Stephanoz, 
relative of great King Vakhtang o f the descendant o f Mirian, the son 
of Kasre. And he was with his father when the latter was burying the 
treasury of the kingdom of Kartli. And he knows that King Herakleios 
buried his treasure... Know firmly that I was young in my years when 
King Herakleios passed through these lands, for my father and brother 
hid all the treasure in that fortress, which that deaf emir""8 assaulted and 
which belongs now to the Greeks.29 

The burying of treasure is another topos around Herakleios. The information 
that Herakleios or somebody connected to him buried a treasure is repeated by 
every medieval Georgian narrative. The text is also full o f anachronisms. Archil 
(738—762) claims to be a witness o f events which happened a hundred years earlier. 
The reason is that the author mixed Archil's father, Stephanoz I I I (711-735), with 
Stephanoz I I (639—663) — a contemporary of Herakleios. Herakleios' invasion or, 
perhaps better, his personal role, affected almost all accounts o f seventh-century 
history in medieval Georgian historiography. 

Although Herakleios was a popular hero in Georgian narratives, most o f 
them see him as a conqueror and the one who liberated (or captured, according 
to the point of view) Tbilisi. Few of the sources mention Herakleios' religious 

2 7 The mention of Gagelis may be a scribal or other kind of error because at that time the 
Gageli house did not exist yet. One could also suggest that this was an attempt of Gagelis 
to legitimize their rule. 
2 8 "Deaf" was a popular Georgian nickname for Murvan because of his exceptional 
cruelty. 

The Tife of Kartli 1, 246—247. à(nô "3^yoo>, OT^J 306 à&X> gkg ^foRo^V? 3kg àd)h dg 
k^gog^Boťoko , BócngKvp foofooki> 3g<gok.!> g ó b ^ ó B ^ o k o , fonSgg^o ogco ß^cngk^goko^oB 
Sofoo^Bok^, dota J^křógkó. rô  gkg ogoo 3o>3ok<i cn^kk^ cr>ó6 ,̂ fo^jpSk ogo t°^°3C^gocogk 
k^^Bd^ tocm kùSgajnkj) d ^ c n ^ o k ó c o ^ ; fô > °o°ü^ oQok,foro3gc^ Q^jC^O ^3*33^^ e°»*gc?6^ 

kó^Bd^ foBo œ^k6o, f ^Sgorg g ^ g c ^ Q ^ "3^"33^3^C?Ó» k ^ Q O ) fo^dogr^goco^... ^gmrog 
a Ô 3 ° u 3 C ? ' ó^gcn-g d(3°^d 3°3 Ó 3 ^ 3 ° ° ^ ' " £ o g k - o ô o a ^ c j n cfaüíP 5-* 3^3 3^dC?3 

3g<2g3,i6. bnçron 3O>3Ó3Ó6 f>g33^6 fo^ d3ó3^>6 £o.skb6gk groggg^Go tag^Bď^foBo Qobgkó 3ók, 



policy. The Conversion of Kartli gives an account o f Herakleios' campaign in the 
following way: 

Then the king of the Greeks, Herakleios, came. And the commander 
of the fortress1'' called upon him and called him a goat, but the king was 
stubborn and he brought the book of Daniel and found the words: The 
goat of the west will come and will destroy the horns o f the ram of the 
east.' And he said: 'For these are the words o f the prophets regarding 
me and you wil l receive what you deserve.' And he left Jibgho 3 1 to fight 
the fortress and went to Babylon to tight Khosrau. And soon Jibgho 
overtook the fortress and captured the head of the fortress and filled 
him with Drahkans, then tore [off] his skin and sent it to the king. 
And King Herakleios came to Babylon and captured Khosrau and 
destroyed Baghdad. And he brought the Wood of Life, turned back 
and started to rebuild Jerusalem by the Lord's command. And he put 
Modestos as a patriarch." And he left and before he came to Tpilisi, 
they had already finished building Sioni and only the dome was left. 
And the king sent the messengers to Tpilisi, Mtsketa and Ujarma and 
ordered all the Christians to gather in the churches and all the magi ana 
the fire worshipers should either be baptized or perish. But they did 
not wish to be baptized and they mingled [with the Chrisdans] and the 
king took the sword and blood flooded the churches. And the emperor 
cleaned the Christian faith and left. And the erismtavari at that time was 
the same great Stephanoz and the katholikos was Barthlomeos II . 

3(1Kala ( j ^ ^ ) — a Georgianized form of the Arabic Qaa'lah — fortress. Sometimes it 
is mistakenly considered as a proper name for a city, see Kaegi, Heraclius: Emperor of 
Byzantium, 144—145. Kala is a just a word for the main fortress or the citadel of the city. 
3 1 The person of Jibgho has not yet been identified in prosopography. According to one 
theory, Jibgho was the title of the Khazar viceroy, the second person after the khagan. 
Movses Kalankatuatsi mentions "Jibghokhakan," which might mean "vice-khagan". 
On the Khazars, see Světlana Pletnjowa, Chasaren, Mittelalterliches Reich an Don und Wolga 
(Leipzig: Koehler & Amelang, 1978). 
3 2 Patriarch of Jerusalem in 632—634. 
3 3 A cathedral in Tbilisi built by Vakhtang Gorgasak in the fifth century and later rebuilt 
by erimstavari Adarnase in 639. 
34 The Monuments of Old Georgian Hagiographical Literature, 95-96. d.i'doß ß^dngr^n gm ĝeooS 
3gcgg3ó6 cigťódgGcocidčíB. ro^ ^^dco Qobok coóg3ó6 górjfoó um mogom^okocn 3g°jgk6 g ^ J C ^ g k 
^bSrndm^bg^ro, kmçfooo 3̂ 6 'Q^ßO fo6o3gm,b fo,i ro^Sog^on ^n^ín Senorom ro,i Snodoó 
^ "OuTJ 1 3 0 3^3 ßoo^^^Snc0" "3<iclo6 Soogorogk 3 (̂30 oj^o dfjokó coókógmiokó roó cígS^kmBgk 
mjôBo o^o ggmdota 3ok S^okó .iro3mkógcooko6o''. f t ^ OTJ7P 3^u^ 3 ' ' ' t 3 d ' 3 ^ O R ) L ) 3^3 O^^O 0 1 

ogmk ko^g-^pu y'oß^k^mSg^g^gcfookoU RgSm^k, 3g So^^m SmRmàgç^o Sok^gàgc^o 



The mention of the Book of Daniel is an apocalyptic insertion in the text 

and a popular topos. Taking this information literally and, moreover, drawing 

some general conclusions from it, like "Herakleios here took counsel from the 

Book of Daniel, which he used to vindicate claims to divine aid. Frequent resort to 

the Bible reinforced the religious character o f this campaign,"35 is not acceptable. 

This passage rather shows the attitude o f the sources towards Herakleios — he 

was perceived as an apocalyptic figure with a divine mission. 

The expression: "The emperor cleaned the Christian faith and left" is subject 

to different interpretations. Some see this action of Herakleios as an issue of 

Church dogma, claiming that according to this sentence the victims of Herakleios 

were local Anti-chalcedonians or pro-Persian Christians.36 A slightly different 

interpretation says: "Herakleios' efforts to restore ecclesiastical unity were also 

recorded in Georgia."1 Neither the first nor the second interpretation sounds 

reasonable to me, first of all because nothing o f this kind is said in this or any 

Ämdcn£oo>ro b ^ k m r o Sgopkó. broç^co àdôS ^oa f^m SQocngcnó roronjcrv'> c)o6o> J ^ C ^ ß^dcoofooo 
C°<3 ogo Qobokmógo "dgnágfoo), conodj^6oœ ^ggkm, fo^ SQ^SQ (?)LP3° ^ ^b^ foó ró,1) dgojgko) 
•33^6 do^^n^ . drogofo^ O^JC^Q 3̂033 à^àoç^ng^Gk ro,i "cLp ^gfta b^pk fon dg^Q C0^ 
clgd^kfo^ i^rnro^roo à^iococooGo. fo6 3fn̂ coQt)Ci6̂  dQÇfoo Qbcofógciokóy, T J J S ^ O J Q ^ 

ro^ n^yi* 1 ifnd^fiQiocnó rodmcnok^ucm C!Q6QÍ>Í(O ogn^k^cofiSokv'). ro,s Scofook^ro co^k-^p 
^ó^no^fod^c°. c°ó ^cogoro^ g ^ C ^ C 0 d^ßgg. ßncof^Q 3mkc">[p3fog (^«gorrookk kocoGo 
a^^kfo^jQ^Qk, booçrnm ^ ^ o n o t a Qjf^)gkoók^> ^jc^ro,:,. adók Q ^ ^ C ^ Q ^QÇJQS^G (^«goç^okk roó 
dQbgcnók foo, •jrjjpmS^k ßoGoißcooGG^ u ^ ^ o ^ 0 ' ^>ó^cn^ 3C033C?6o Jfook^Q^GGo Qj^oQkoócn.i 
cloßo "dgSmjfnàgG roô 3^33^060 dcn^^o ÇOÙ Q3Qb(fook Sk^b^nGo ÓG-^J SmoG^cnc^GQG 
BookmGgG. boffooo 3^cn drnG^cngç^u Ó(*IČ> oGcocodgkj'feóg'^oco ^fognogGgk, gofDfoQSrook 
3°r)33C?or),J ^SC0*3 Sfj àtidàncncnù SQOJQS^G o(̂ J>ro^ doib^s^o. ro^ Qjr^Qkoócnó clo6^ 3roo6^fog6o 
kokbf^okóGo foorofOQk. rô > ^G^do fo^ 3^3C?3 3̂03390)6 k j ^ ç ^ o J fook^gko roi y^fogort)^. 
Qfnokcn^rnifoO) 0^030 (ooroo k^QopGcof) ro^ j^cn^r^ojro'bn ogro aomcoĉ codQ. 
3 5 Kaegi, 144. 

"In cleaning the Christian faith, as correctiy suggested by scholars, the extermination of 
Monophysites is meant, whose anti-Chalcedonian stand was supported by Persia." [Mikheil 
Gogolaclze] dobgog^ o ^ o ^ ^ ? 1 ^ ' f^mg^nb hroßoo^yjrin (oe> Jevgyo^oj^rín oh^cvAoà 

^JoûJ^0 J'^cngjnbôoh dobj£ojoa? [The social and poktical history of Kardi according to 
The Conversion oj Kartli], (Tbilisi: Tbilisi State University Press, 2004), 193—194. 
3 7 Cyril Hovorun, Will, Action and Freedom: Christological Controversies in the Seventh Century 
(Leiden: Brill, 2008), 66. This is a mistranslation of the source. First of 2&,Qadagi\s not a priest but rather a messenger or a prophet and, secondly, it is not said that all Christians would be united in the Church, but that all Christians should enter the Church. In entering the Church a mere physical entrance is meant and not receiving the union. Otherwise it would not be possible to explain how the magi could have mingled with them and been exterminated in the Church. 



other source. Judging from the syntactic construction this sentence directly follows 
the passage in which the author describes Herakleios' slaying fire worshippers. 
The religious policy of Herakleios also enters the picture. I t is improbable that 
he would have slaughtered the Anti-chalcedonians i f at the same time he was 
trying to create a union with them. This sentence might have two explanations; 
it might be a logical conclusion from Herakleios slaying the fire worshippers and 
"cleaning" Christianity — in short, another topos befitting a "holy king." But it also 
might be the case that attributing the cleansing o f the faith to Herakleios was 
an allusion to the "real cleansing" of the faith by the break with the Armenian 
Church and returning to the Chalcedonian, i.e., imperial faith. 

The same information is repeated almost word for word by Sumbat 
Davitisdze and Juansher. The only indication o f Herakleios' religious policy 
is that he slaughtered pagans and enforced Christianity. N o Georgian source 
records anything about an "imperial heresy" and Monotheletism/Monenergism. 
The only negative information on Herakleios' religious activity appears in the Ufe 
of Vakthang Gorgasali by Juansher: 

Some years after this there appeared in Greece a man who was a vassal 
of the Emperor Maurice, by the name o f Herakleios. He slew the 
Emperor Phocas and seized Greece. He grew powerful and brought 
Turks from the west. He gathered innumerable troops and attacked 
Persia in order to seek out the Wood of Life. First he came to Kartli. 
Stepanoz did not wish to betray the Persians. So he fortified the citadels 
and took up his position in Tpilisi. King Herakleios arrived and laid 
siege to Tpilisi. But Stepanoz was a valiant and resolute warrior. Daily 
he made forays out o f the city gates and fought against the Greeks. 
Then in one encounter they cut down Stepanoz and killed him. So the 
emperor seized Tpilisi. K 

King Herakleios entered Persia and slew King Khuasro. He captured 
Baghdad and took away the Wood of Life. He returned along the same 



road to Kartli in the seventh year since he had set out. The Church o f 
the Venerable Cross and the Sioni of Tpilisi had been completed by 
Adarnase, mtavari of Kartli. Then King Herakleios took away the foot-
rest and nails o f our Lord Jesus Christ, which had been given to Mirian 
by Constantine. Adarnase, mtavari of Kartli, importuned and begged 
the emperor not to remove these gifts from God. But the emperor 
did not heed his request and took them away. In the time of Adarnase 
three katholikoi passed away: John, Babila and Tabor. Adarnase died, 
and his son Stepanoz succeeded [him]. ' 

The information that Herakleios took relics from Georgia may be the mirror 
image of his same action in Jerusalem. According to one Armenian text, On the 
Holy Cross and the Narrative on King Herakleios, after having regained the Holy Cross, 
"he put it on a wagon and with a multitude of troops he took it on the main 
road of Iberia and brought it to the kingdom of the Greeks, Constantinople."4" 
Although in reality he did not pass through Iberia with the Cross, the "main road 
of Iberia" really did exist and was a pathway through the broad valleys o f the 
ridge connecting the basins of the Chorokhi (according to Arrian, the Acampsis 
River in the southwest o f modern Georgia) and Euphrates rivers. It is interesting 
to note the motifs o f Herakleios taking the relics from Georgia, thus stressing 
his apocalyptic role. This might also be a mirror image o f Herakleios' similar 
activities in Armenia. 

Several manuscripts of the text have an interesting addition from a much 
later period (the eighteenth century), which indicates the strong tradition o f the 
foundational activities o f Herakleios: 

And he came to Samtskhe and heard about the wonder-working 
nature of the icon made by the Holy Virgin and given to Andrew the 
Firstcalled, who brought it and put in the chapel at Atskhuri. So the 
emperor came to sec and venerate the icon. And the emperor began 

Rewriting Caucasian History, 236. 
4 1 1 [Nicholas Marr] H. Mapp, "AHTHOX CipaTur: nAeHeHne HepycaAiiMa nepcaMH B 
614 r." [Antiochos Strategos: The capture of Jerusalem by the Persians in 614], in [N. 
Marr] H. Mapp, TeKcmu upamcKauun no apMHUo-zpymucKoü gjiuojiozuu [Texts and studies in 
Armeno-Georgian philology] 9 (1909); Antiochus Monachus, "La Prise de Jerusalem par 
les Perses," in Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientáltam, Scriptores Georgi 203, ed. and tr. G. 
Garitte (Louvain: Peeters, 1960), 15-30. 



to build the foundation o f the great church of Atskhuri which was 
finished later by faithful men and made into a bishopric.41 

No Georgian source mentions anything about Herakleios introducing the 
Moncnergist heresy or him traveling to Lazika. The narrative o f his invasion of 
Iberia sounds rather like legendary information based on Herakleios' real travel 
to Georgia. Herakleios appears suddenly and out o f nowhere, captures the city, 
cleans the faith, leaves to fight the Persians, on the way back passes through once 
again, victorious, and while passing by takes with him the relics Constantine had 
given to the king o f Iberia. A conclusion one can draw from these stories is 
that these sources were interested in Herakleios only insofar as he concerned 
the ruling dynasty o f Georgia. The story of baptizing the magi might be another 
literary topos. The fact that Herakleios's heresy is not mentioned at all, however, 
might mean that it did not exist in Georgia, but it also might be the case that this 
fact was deliberately omitted by the historiographers. 

Herakleios' effect on dogma in Armenia is recorded by the eleventh-century 
Georgian polemicist, Arseni o f Sapara. Even this great dogmatic polemicist of 
the period, who should definitely have known what the essence o f Monenergism/ 
Monothelitism was, does not mention anything about this heresy. 

After a while Emperor Herakleios came to Armenia and saw the heresy 
of the Armenians and was worried for their damnation because of their 
involuntary rejection of the true faith. He summoned a big council o f 
the bishops and priests o f Armenia and wrote a letter to Katholikos 
Ezr and the princes to gather at the city o f Karin and study the creed 
of the council o f Chalcedon and for the Armenians to accept the true 
two natures in Christ. So everybody gathered there in front o f the 
king and after much study they received the truth. And the Armenians 
obeyed by signing the document so that nobody would object to i t . " 4 2 



To the best of my knowledge, even the Armenian sources do not speak 

about the religious policy o f Herakleios. The most popular Armenian cycle 

around Herakleios deals with the story of the travel of the True Cross through 

the Caucasus, namely, Armenia. Authors like John of Draskhanakert (John the 

Katholikos), Asoghik, and other sources like the Tshar'ntirs tell stories of the 

travel of the Holy Cross to Armenia. Although these stories do not have a direct 

relation to the subject here, it is useful to show the kind of popular narratives 

which existed around Herakleios in the region. Herakleios was once again in 

the center of a semi-mythological cycle of the restoration o f the True Cross 

and just as in Georgian sources he is portrayed as the founder o f churches and 

monasteries. Once again, there is no indication about Herakleios' religious policy. 

The religious policy of Herakleios is mentioned in a single case, when the story 

of the ecclesiastical union with Katholikos Ezr is told. 4 4 

A problem arises here, namely, that none of the Armenian sources mention 

a union achieved by a dogmatic compromise between Herakleios and Ezr, nor 

does John of Odzun, the author o f the history o f Church councils o f Armenia, 

mention anything about any Monenergist or Monothelite formula o f Herakleios. 

According to the unanimous testimony of the sources the reasons for accepting 

the union were purely political. Then where do the claims such as "a union based on 

Monenergist formula was accepted and signed at the synod of Theodosiopolis" 1  

come from? Logically speaking, there is only one possibility, that in the midst o f 

the Monoenergist controversy Monoenergism was the basis o f the union with 

the Armenian Church. Even i f such a compromise based on a Monoenergist 

à ^ g i ^ o j f o o k ^ f l k o k r o 9 g k c n , i . £OÙ dmo^ogGgk 3 ^ 3 3 2 ^ 6 ° grocooàocn ^ o 6 ^ " r 3 n dgogoko 

£0̂  ß^dmo^'j'C^or^igk 3Qb̂ 3nc° Sfoógrfoocoó dogàocn^ ro^ ro^d^goQgk d^fnen^ç^o. roo> 

ro^gdcnfnRof^Ggk koodgoBo apQoco l^gc^"^g( íi0C?ocni% nàQcnà ^fnrn^fo^gok y'oßu^ro^roßGgß 

Qocforoà^ro Sokm^k. 
4 3 Literally, The Chosen Words, the equivalent of the Georgian Mravcdtavi. 
4 4 The story is that Herakleios tried to achieve a union with Katholikos Ezr based on the 
compromise formula of Monenergism. According to John of Draskhanakert, Ezr yielded 
to temptation after having received one third of the revenue of Kolb and the revenues 
from the salt mines in exchange. Herakleios also threatened Ezr that he would establish 
a parallel hierarchy i f he rejected the union. Soon, in 632, a synod was summoned to 
Theodosiopolis, which Herakleios himself supposedly attended. Five katbolikoi after Ezra 
and just before John are usually considered as Chalcedonian and therefore heretical and 
condemned by the Armenian Church. These are: Nerses I I I , Anastasius, Israel, Sahak 
I I I , and Ekas. The union was kept until 726, when Katholikos Hovaness of Odzun 
finally rejected Chalcedon at the Council of Manazkert and returned to the Monophysite 
formula. 

4 5 Hovorun, Will, Action and Treedom, 65. 



insertion really occurred, then the next five kathotikoi, who wrere condemned by 
the Armenian Church, would have been adherents o f the Monothelite doctrine 
and condemned by the council of 681. Or there should be some indications that 
after Monoenergism was condemned the Armenian Church was requested to do 
the same. This is not the case, however, and the Armenian Church at that time 
was even collaborating with the Church o f Constantinople without any problems. 
The one and only text which I have yet found where the Armenians are accused 
of Monoenergism is the Georgian translation of the Greek text Thirty Chapters of 
the Armenian Heresy: 

The evil Armenians say that after the union the Son of God has one 
nature, one wil l , and one energy, which is the faith o f Sergius, Pyrrhus, 
Paul and all the communion o f theirs which was condemned by the 
sixth Holy Synod called in Constantinople by one hundred and seventy 
fathers during the reign of Constantine.46 

The problem here is that "one nature, one will , and one activity7" was not 
the faith o f Sergius, Pyrrhus, and Paul, but two natures, one will , and one activity. 
This formula could not have been the compromise achieved at the council of 
Theodosiopolis because it was already the faith o f the Anti-Chalcedonian 
Armenians. However, this might be explained by the polemical character o f the 
treatise. 

As noted above, the evaluation o f Herakleios' invasion of the Caucasus in 
particular and the attitude towards his person in general differs between Georgian 
and Armenian sources. I t also depends on the period when the author was writing. 
The approach of a seventh-century Armenian author might be different from 
that o f an eleventh-century author, because by that time Armenia had joined an 
ecclesiastical union with Herakleios. In the later period, however, this union was 
an object o f execration for Armenians. Generally speaking, the Armenian sources 
give more detailed information on Herakleios' travel to the Caucasus than the 
Georgian ones.47 

4 6 [Zaza Alexidze] Ijólió óc^ogjkodg, "ótnkgGo g^>ßgk dok "r^nad^ojroBclo" "oVjk^C^o 
^G^odmßmcßo'foo^'^foo Ô^uÔ^Ô 0

 0-idodóboc^>o dggr^» kndb-gfn d^grnrrjocn&^clo" 
[An anti-Monophysite treatise included in the Dogmatikon of Arseni Vachesdze and a 
reaction to it in the Armenian literature], Mravaltavi 1 (1971): 133-158. 
4 7 See: James Howard-Johnston, "Armenian Historians of Herackus: An Examination of 
Aims, Sources and Working Methods of Sebeos and Movses Daskhurantsi," in The Reign 
of Heraclius (610—641 ) : Crisis and Confrontation, ed. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte 
(Louvain: Peeters, 2002), 41—62; The Armenian Sources Attributed to Sebeos, tr. Robert W 
Thomson (Liverpool: Liverpool University7 Press, 1999). 



To conclude, one can say that the role of Herakleios in the Georgian medieval 
tradition was highly overestimated. Moreover, his overemphasized character 
was the reason for neglecting other crucial events o f the period. This period o f 
Georgian history was much confused and almost every major event, including 
the building activities o f the period and the ecclesiastical and dogmatic reforms, 
were attributed to Herakleios. Later historians such as Sumbat inserted Herakleios 
in their ideological program, thus attributing a pivotal role to the emperor in the 
formation of Georgian cultural, religious, and political identity'. 




