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Introduction

Historical and geographical settings of the region

Samtskhe-Javakheti is a region in southwest Georgia that amalgamates two historical-geographical 
provinces of the country: Samtskhe in the west and Javakheti in the east. The central and eastern parts of 
the region are predominantly characterised by the basin of the Kura (Mtkvari) River and its surrounding 
mountain zones. Our focus area is the extreme southwestern frontier of the Samtskhe province, covering 
the modern-day administrative district of Adigeni - an area that has not been extensively introduced to 
the scientific community.

This region is distinguished by difficult terrain, with elevations ranging from 1100 to 2500 m asl, bordered 
by three large mountain ranges, namely, Meskheti ridge in the north; Erusheti ridge in the south; and 
Arsiani ridge in the west. The main river in the region, Kvabliani, flows between the Erusheti and Meskheti 
Mountains. It has several major tributaries, such as the Otskhe, Dzindze, and Ghaghvi rivers, as well as 
numerous small seasonal streams. Modern settlements are located in the valleys of these rivers and on 
the slopes of the mountains.

It should be noted that there are several large and small passes bridging Adigeni to western Georgia. To 
the west lies the Goderdzi Pass which connects Adigeni to the Adjara region, while the Zekari Pass heads 
north towards the Imereti region. This passage has been one of the most significant roads in the region. 
It had great trading and economic value in historical epochs and was actively used until the 20th century, 
before the Soviet occupation. According to the numerous sites found in this valley, it is evident that this 
passage was equally significant during prehistory.

The river networks also play a crucial role in the area, particularly along the Turkish border where the 
Potskhovi River flows into the region. By using this road, contacts could have been made to the south, 
towards Anatolia. The Orchosani site located in the Potskhovi valley provides evidence of such contacts or 
interactions during the Chalcolithic period. To the east, this region shares an administrative border with 
the Akhaltsikhe district and the Kura (Mtkvari) valley, although they are not geographically separated. 
The enduring influence of the Kura River throughout millennia is well-known and no further discussion 
is required.

Due to the challenging terrain of the region and dense forests, there is a scarcity of land suitable for 
agriculture. Fields are artificially held on terraces of different sizes, sometimes including more than 20 
terraces, especially in the Kura Valley (Beriashvili 1970: 59-69). Hence, the economy in this region is 
primarily based on livestock. The remaining alpine areas are used by seasonal nomads for pasture. These 
seasonal hamlets consist of wooden dwellings called “Yayla” or “Heila”, and traditionally, every village 
has its own Yaylas and pasturelands with defined boundaries1. 

To better understand the origins of this lifestyle and how landscape factors influenced ancient people in 
general, it is necessary to conduct future research using anthropological and archaeological approaches. 

Despite challenging landscape conditions, archaeological records indicate that the region has been 
continuously inhabited since prehistory. Archaeological research has a long tradition in Samtskhe-
Javakheti dating back to the 1920s, and excavations have revealed sites from various periods. 

Despite scholars being focused on the Adigeni area, along with the rest of the region, little is known and 
documented about it. The first evidence of an archaeological find in this part of Samtskhe dated back to 

1 Yayla is the Turkish word for highland/plateau; it also means summer uplands pastures or summer mountain resorts; “Heila” 
is a transformed, modified version of this word, which is used only in this part of South Georgia. For the locals, it symbolises a 
wooden house, in a different context than its original meaning.



ix

the late 19th century when a small clay jug and three coins were found while digging the foundation for 
a house at the confluence of the Kurtskhana and the Otskhe Rivers (Jorbenadze 2005: 217–219).

Another accidental discovery occurred during the construction of the Abastumani sanatorium in 1935. 
Stone cists dating to the Early Bronze Age were discovered and destroyed without being studied. Only 
one vessel has survived from the cemetery (Orjonikidze 1983: 24).

The first systematic archaeological excavations in this area were initiated by L. Muskhelishvili in the 
1930s at Bodoklde, near Abastumani. The goal of this research was to find the political center of Samtskhe, 
called Odzrkhe, which has not yet been identified. Also, the results of the excavation have never been 
published (Gambashidze 1978: 4).

Since 1950, when a Colchian hoard dated to the Late Bronze-Early Iron Age was accidentally discovered 
in the village of Ude (Javakhishvili and Chubinishvili 1959: 59–64), archaeologists increased attention to 
the Adigeni area. In the same years, T. Chubinishvili conducted a small-scale excavation at Zadengora 
near the village Benara, where he found the Early Bronze Age Kura-Araxes settlement and artifacts of the 
classical period as well (Chubinishvili et al. 1957: 127). 

In the 1960s, studies of the region were carried out by the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography, 
primarily focused on historical geography issues. These field campaigns involved numerous activities, 
including small-scale excavations at various locations in the Otskhe valley (Gambashidze 1978: 4). In fact, 
the results remain unpublished.

In 1973, a salvage archaeological excavation was conducted in Abastumani at the Kanobili site. The 
settlement was damaged during the construction of a ropeway. Following excavations revealed remains 
of stone architecture and pottery assemblages dated back to the Chalcolithic period. Due to the scarcity 
and uniformity of the obtained materials, the unambiguous cultural attribution of this settlement could 
not be achieved. However, some materials are clearly related to the Chalcolithic of western Georgia, 
while others are associated with Eastern Georgia (Tsopi group2). The site appears to have been at the 
crossroads of the regions and cultures (Kalandadze 1974: 10–14; Kalandadze 1976: 371–390; Orjonikidze 
2004: 74–75). This settlement, along with Orchoshani, is of particular importance for understanding the 
role of the region in prehistoric times. A second attempt to carry out a small-scale excavation at the 
Kanobili settlement in 1977, albeit at a different location, did not identify Chacolithic remains. Instead, 
Kura-Araxes and Late Bronze Age materials were found (Pkhakadze and Orjonikidze 1978: 487; Pkhakadze 
et al. 1982: 20–21).

A particularly successful study of the region was conducted by the Meskheti-Javakheti Archaeological 
Expedition, directed by O. Gambashidze. With increased construction activities across the region, 
expedition teams worked on various locations and excavated sites from different period in the Adigeni 
region, especially in the villages such as Parekha, Benara, Khevasheni, Varkhani, etc. (Gambashidze and 
Kvijinadze 1981: 63; Gambashidze and Gambashidze 1995: 53–54).

Apart from the major rescue operations, the expedition also conducted archaeological surveys and 
recorded a number of significant sites. Notable among them is a Late Bronze Age hill settlement near the 
village Ude (Gambashidze et al. 1980: 84). The expedition also explored the multi-layered settlement of 
Amkheris Gora, dated to the Early Bronze Age, Late Bronze-Early Iron Age, and Medieval periods. A large 
assemblage of Paleolithic tools was also collected at this site (Gambashidze and Gambashidze 1995: 54; 
Gambashidze and Gambashidze 1997: 47). This triggered interest and excavations began at Amkheris Gora 
in the 1990s by M. Gabunia. However, Paleolithic cultural layers have not been confirmed (Gabunia and 
Fanchulidze 2001: 5–11). The same expedition also initiated a small-scale survey in the adjacent area. As 

2 More broadly about Tsopi and so called Tsopi group sites see Nebieriedze 2010.
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a result, at Kvemo Tskise, close to the village of Ude, another Paleolithic site attributed to the Acheulean 
tradition was identified (Gabunia and Fanchulidze 2001: 5–11; Gabunia et al. 2015: 84).

It is also noteworthy that in 1996, a local farmer in the vicinity of Ude accidentally discovered bronze 
artifacts. The following year, the archaeological expedition led by I. Gambashidze conducted excavations 
at this location. However, no archaeological context was found. Soon after, investigations began near 
the medieval Buzmareti Church, where stone cist graves were discovered by the same farmer. Test 
excavations revealed a medieval collective tomb and a cultural layer from the same era. The lower deposit 
also contained pottery sherds from the Late Bronze Age period (Gambashidze 1997). After these initial 
findings, the site has not been further investigated.

Subsequent excavations in the Adigeni area are related to the construction project of the BP pipeline. In 
the last decade, several archaeological sites were discovered in the territory of Samtskhe (Gamkrelidze 
2010), including the multilayered settlement of Orchosani located in the Potskhovi River basin. The site 
comprises a Late Medieval settlement with a contemporary cemetery, as well as remnants from the 
early Middle Ages, late Antiquity, Hellenistic, and Chalcolithic periods (Gambashidze et al. 2018: 146–449; 
Gambashidze and Mindorashvili 2018: 449–549).

The review of archaeological research over a century illustrates that this study area has a long history, but 
on the other hand, the available information is sparse. Generally, these sites are described in short reports, 
providing only general and limited information. Consequently, relocating those sites based on these short 
descriptions is impossible. In response to this lack of information, systematic archaeological surveys 

Figure 1. Settlement views and a map showing the location of Irmis Rka (Created by G. Kirkitadze).
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Figure 2. Gas pipeline terrace on the southern slope of the settlement.

Figure 3. Grid pattern generated for the settlement (Created by G. Kirkitadze).
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Figure 4. 1-3 - Pit 4; 4-6 - Pit 6.
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were initiated in this region starting in 2013. This effort led to the discovery of numerous archaeological 
sites with a wide chronological range, including the Irmis Rka settlement, a key site discussed in this paper 
(Chilingarashvili 2021: 40–98). 

Turning to the history of Samtskhe-Javakheti, the region’ spast 300 years cannot be ignored. Since the 16th 
century, the area had been occupied by the Ottomans, and as part of the empire, a taxation document called 
the Great Book of Gürcistan Vilayet (Province) was created (see Jikia 1958). According to this document, more 
than 50% of the villages no longer exist, and these settlements have not been mapped and recorded. In this 
regard, work dedicated to locating these lost settlements and surveying unstudied landscapes has recently 
begun in the area of Aspindza by colleagues (Anderson et al. 2014: 11–33; Anderson et al. 2018: 1–22; Negus 
Cleary et al. 2018: 381–405). However, much work remains to be done in the rest of the region.

The site description

The settlement is located on the Erusheti Ridge, atop mount Irmis Rka3, 2 km south of the village 
Tsarbastumani, close to the border of Turkey, at an altitude of 1560 m. The site is a high mountain with a 
flattened summit (Fig. 1). From this vantage point with a panoramic view, the site controls the hinterlands 
and main valleys of the area. Northward overlooking the Kvabliani and Otskhe river valleys and further 
to the Meskheti Ridge. To the west, viewing the plains and alpine mountains; to the south and east, the 
Potskhovi valley unfolds. 

As mentioned above, the settlement was identified during a survey in the 2014 season, and in 2019, it 
suffered damage due to the construction of a gas pipeline. Along the southeastern slope of the mountain, a 
terrace measuring 160 meters long and 15 meters wide was cut by machines (Fig. 2). It should also be noted 
that even before the recent damage, the site had been significantly disturbed during the Soviet time when 
military bunkers, canals, and trenches were built on the summit and slopes. The northern and western 
slopes of the mountain were also artificially terraced and forested.

Remains of the settlement can be primarily seen on the south and east slopes, as well as on the summit, 
covering an area of approximately 100 X 40 meters. To estimate the settlement’s size, we conducted a 
survey around the mountain. On the upper slopes, fragmentary materials are scattered. It is unclear if the 
settlement encompasses such a vast area. The dispersion of artifacts could be attributed to Soviet activities 
and, more recently, the construction of a pipeline.

The presence of the walls visible on the surface indicates that the top of the mountain was likely fortified at 
some point. It is interesting to note a significant concentration of stones on the south edge of the summit, 
possibly remnants of the fortification. Our preliminary assumption is that the pile, a result of Soviet military 
activities, was gathered in one place and repurposed for constructing defensive structures. Notably, the 
megalithic ruins were identified on the northern slope within the forest, approximately 30 meters north of 
the summit. These ruins may be associated with the -previously mentioned fortification features. 

For the 2020 season, the main objective was to investigate the cultural remains exposed within the damaged 
section. The aim was to determine the nature of the site and its general stratigraphic context. Excavations 
were conducted at two locations: one within the damaged area and another on the slope above the section, 
where three trenches were open.

At the beginning, a grid was established for the settlement, comprising 10 X 10 m squares divided into four 
equal segments of 5X5m. The grid is aligned with the gas pipeline and deviates by 28 degrees from true 
geographical north. The grid was labeled on a horizontal line with the Latin alphabet and on a vertical axis 
with numbers (Fig. 3). The arrow on the excavation photos indicates the direction of geographical north. 
Field documentation was carried out using a special notebook, adopting a model from the GAIA project 
(Kakhiani et al. 2013: 10; fig. 4). 

3 The toponym of the mount „Irmis Rka” is its original name, which was forgotten. The mount no longer had a name, but the slope 
still had a Turkish toponym, “Bal Kay” - honey rock. After the AAS survey project, Soviet maps were explored and its historical name 
was given back. 




