Passport of Archaeological Monument
Name of archaeological site: Khikhani medieval fortification
Type of archaeological site: Fortress
Chronological attribution (historical era, exact date) – AD 11th-13th centuries.
Address (municipality, city, village, valley) – Khulo Municipality, Arsiani Ridge, Skhaltistskali Gorge, GPS coordinates: X 0296895; Y 4601756
History of study/research (circumstances of discovery, studies conducted on the monument, researchers working on the monument, bibliography):
Study/research history: Due to its strategic location and historical significance, Khikhani Fortress has attracted scholarly attention since the nineteenth century (Fig. 1-4). The earliest known description of the fortress belongs to Giorgi Kazbegi, who provided a brief yet valuable account of the site. He noted the difficult access route leading to the fortress and described its principal architectural features, including four towers, five buildings, and a stone-built water reservoir located within the fortified area. Kazbegi also recorded a local tradition attributing the construction of the fortress to Queen Tamar. In 1894, the fortress was visited by the prominent researcher of Caucasian antiquities, Praskovia Uvarova. Similar to Kazbegi, Uvarova referred to the local tradition connecting the fortress with Queen Tamar and emphasized its significance within the historical landscape of the region. Additional information was provided by Tedo Sakhokia, who visited the site in 1896. Sakhokia offered a detailed description of the fortress’s location, highlighting its isolated position atop a steep rocky outcrop. He noted the existence of ditches that facilitated access to the fortress and described the surrounding limestone fortification wall, parts of which had collapsed on the northern side due to erosion. He also mentioned openings in the defensive walls, five towers, and a partially ruined church located within the fortress complex. Like Kazbegi, Sakhokia recorded the widespread local belief that the fortress had been built during the reign of Queen Tamar. Furthermore, he referred to historical events associated with the fortress, including the uprising of Selim Khimshiashvili against the Ottoman Sultan in 1815 and his subsequent execution. Information concerning Khikhani Fortress was also preserved by Zakaria Chichinadze. According to his account, archaeological investigations were conducted at the site under the auspices of the Moscow Archaeological Society with the aim of uncovering antiquities; however, these excavations reportedly yielded no significant findings. The next scholar to address the fortress was Khariton Akhvlediani. He suggested that the fortress had been constructed after the thirteenth century and hypothesized that brick had been used as a building material. Subsequent archaeological investigations, however, have not confirmed this assumption. Current evidence does not support the use of brick in the construction of the towers, defensive walls, or other architectural structures within the fortress complex. A significant contribution to the study of Khikhani Fortress was made by Shota Mamuladze, who was the first researcher to conduct detailed measurements of its architectural remains, including the church, cellar, fortification walls, and towers. He undertook a thorough analysis of the church’s chronology and, most importantly, emphasized the strategic importance of Khikhani Fortress within the Acharistskali River basin. Mamuladze also characterized the fortress as a town; however, neither the archaeological evidence nor the available written sources support such an interpretation, as the site lacks the defining features of an urban settlement and is consistently referred to as a fortress in historical records.
Archaeological Investigations of Khikhani Fortress: Comprehensive archaeological investigations of Khikhani Fortress were undertaken only in the twenty-first century. Systematic excavations were conducted between 2013 and 2017 under the direction of D. Mindorashvili (Expedition members: K. Kamadadze, G. Chkhatarashvili). The archaeological expedition examined several key components of the fortress complex, including the medieval church, two large wine cellars (Marani), towers, a bakery, and a number of Late Medieval structures equipped with fireplaces (Fig. 1-4). The excavations also yielded a substantial assemblage of archaeological materials dating to different historical periods. Among the most significant discoveries was the excavation of the fortress palace (Fig. 5). Archaeological evidence demonstrated that the building was a single-storey-structure with two entrances. The floor was covered with a layer of lime mortar approximately 2 cm thick, while traces indicate that the interior walls had likewise been plastered with lime mortar. In the north-western corner of the building, a square-shaped elevated platform was identified, which is interpreted as a throne. During the Late Medieval period, an additional structure was erected within the original palace building. In light of both archaeological evidence and written historical sources, the palace appears to have been constructed no later than the eleventh century and possibly even earlier (Fig. 1-4).
Excavations also revealed the remains of a church within the fortress complex (Fig. 6). Architectural evidence indicates that the church was roofed with stone slabs. Its construction has traditionally been associated with Tbel Abuseridze, and archaeological data suggest that the church was erected by the thirteenth century.
Two large wine cellars were also investigated. One contained twenty-eight Qvevris (a large egg-shaped earthenware vessel traditionally buried underground and used for the fermentation, storage, and aging of wine) (Fig. 7), while the second consisted of forty-three Qvevris (Fig. 8), demonstrating the considerable scale of wine production and storage activities within the fortress.
In addition, the remains of several Late Medieval buildings were identified across the site. These findings indicate that Khikhani Fortress retained its strategic and economic significance throughout subsequent historical periods.
The archaeological investigations considerably enhanced our understanding of the fortress’s architectural development and construction techniques. The excavations clarified the layout, dimensions, and chronology of the principal structures. Evidence suggests that the earliest construction activities at Khikhani Fortress began in the tenth century and that by the 1040s the fortress was already functioning as a fully developed complex with its principal buildings in place. The earliest structures included the defensive walls and towers, while the palace and the cellar containing forty-three qvevris were constructed during the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. The twenty-eight-qvevri cellar dates to the early thirteenth century, whereas the church belongs to a slightly later phase and was likely erected during the 1230s. Construction activity within the fortress continued throughout the medieval period. Archaeological evidence indicates, however, that the most intensive phase of development had ended by the thirteenth century. While the existing buildings remained in use, no major new architectural additions were made after that period. The fortress underwent substantial reorganization during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, reflecting changing political and military circumstances. Ultimately, Khikhani Fortress ceased to function during the first half of the nineteenth century.
Archaeological Material: Archaeological excavations conducted at Khikhani Fortress between 2013 and 2017 yielded a rich assemblage of artifacts dating to different historical periods (Fig. 9-18). 
Among the recovered materials, ceramic vessels - particularly storage jars (Qvevris) - constitute one of the most significant categories of finds (Fig. 15-16). The majority of these vessels belong to the group of agricultural ceramics and are generally characterized by their large dimensions, although medium-sized and smaller examples were also identified. Qvevris were recovered from both excavated wine cellars. The first cellar, containing 28 Qvevris and dated to the late tenth and early eleventh centuries (Fig. 7), yielded vessels of varying sizes. The smaller and medium-sized examples are characterized by an egg-shaped body, a relatively short neck, and a narrow elongated base. The larger specimens exhibit considerable height, straight profiles, a triangular rim section, a narrow neck, and a pronounced globular body. In terms of decoration, some Qvevris are plain and undecorated, while others feature simple applied bands or relief belts. A limited number of vessels are entirely encircled by relief bands accompanied by evenly spaced grooves. Examples decorated with circular relief ornaments were also identified. The Qvevris recovered from the 28-vessel cellar are generally characterized by high and narrow necks, swollen bodies, and profiled bases. Decorative elements include rope-like ornaments and circular relief bands, although many vessels lack any ornamentation. The second cellar, containing 43 Qvevris and dated to the thirteenth century (Fig. 8), provides evidence of differing installation techniques. Some vessels were set within a Kirdughabi/lime mortar (a stone or masonry retaining structure constructed around a Qvevri to ensure stability and protection), whereas others were installed directly into the ground without such reinforcement.
Additional Qvevris were discovered within the altar area of the fortress church. These vessels date to the Late Medieval period and are characterized by flat rims, short necks, elongated egg-shaped bodies, and narrow flat bases. A distinctive feature of these Qvevris is the presence of three incised crosses on the rim, which may indicate their liturgical or symbolic function within the ecclesiastical context (Fig. 16).
Kitchen ceramics are represented primarily by Ketsis (a traditional Georgian earthenware baking pan used for baking bread, meat, fish, and other food products) and cooking pots (Fig. 9-14; Fig. 18-19). The Ketsis are characterized by rounded rims, low shoulders, and relatively thick walls. While some examples are plain and undecorated, others display a variety of decorative motifs, including rope-like bands, densely incised ornamentation, and raised circular protrusions along the inner rim. Several specimens are also equipped with handles. 
The assemblage of cooking pots exhibits considerable morphological diversity. Their rims are either triangular in cross-section or rounded and wide-mouthed. Some vessels contain perforations intended for fastening or suspension, while others are fitted with flat-section handles attached either to the rim or the vessel body. A number of examples feature carved handles and decorative elements such as applied relief bands and embossed wavy patterns. Particularly noteworthy are vessels adorned with characteristic rope-like relief belts, a decorative tradition widely attested in medieval Georgian ceramic production.
Tableware is represented by a diverse assemblage of jugs, cups, and bowls (Fig. 9-14; Fig. 18-19). The bowls are predominantly shallow in form, with rounded rims, gently curved shoulders, high walls, and low flat bases. Some examples bear decorative motifs, while others remain undecorated. The vessels are generally manufactured from fine-grained clay, although larger inclusions are occasionally present. Comparable bowl forms have been identified at several medieval sites excavated within the Ajaristskali River basin and are generally dated to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Particularly noteworthy are bowls with angular profiles, a form less common in eastern Georgian ceramic assemblages but increasingly attested within the Chorokhi River basin. Examples of angular-based bowls have been recovered from several excavated sites in the Ajaristskali valley, including Skhalta, Tikanauri, Kalota, and Satsikhuri. The assemblage also includes wide-mouthed rounded bowls and three-lobed vessels, reflecting a variety of functional and stylistic traditions. Among the jug assemblage, a vessel characterized by a narrow spout and high neck deserves special attention. Its handles are decorated with incised motifs, while traces of painted decoration are also preserved. The bases of the jugs are either flat or slightly concave, and the vessels typically rest on low profiled foot-rings. Of particular interest is the presence of incised crosses on the handles of some examples, suggesting a possible symbolic or religious significance. Most of the jugs were recovered from Late Medieval architectural contexts and can therefore be securely dated to the Late Medieval period. 
Within the tableware assemblage, glazed vessels constitute a particularly noteworthy category. Among them, a rectangular jar coated with a transparent glaze and several green-glazed vessels deserve special attention. Many of the latter are covered with a white slip beneath the glaze and decorated with incised or painted motifs, including bands, circles, wavy lines, and stylized vegetal ornaments. On the basis of their forms and decorative features, these vessels can be assigned to the medieval period.
The tobacco pipes found on the territory of the fortress also belong to the late 16th century artifacts.
The excavations yielded a substantial quantity of architectural ceramics, including bricks and roof tiles. The evidence indicates that some of the later buildings within Khikhani Fortress were roofed with tiles, while the principal medieval towers of the fortress also appear to have been covered with tiled roofing.
Among the stone artifacts, several Lorfins (stone mortars or grinding vessels) were identified. Most are fragmentary, although two examples survive in nearly complete condition.
The assemblage of iron objects includes cannonballs, which are among the most significant finds. These were recovered in the vicinity of the church and the cellar containing 28 Qvevris. Their presence is associated with the events of 1815, when Selim-Beg Khimshiashvili fortified himself within Khikhani Fortress and resisted the forces of Bab-Pasha Pehlevi dispatched by the Ottoman Sultan.
A smaller quantity of glass artifacts was also recovered. Particularly notable is a twisted blue glass bracelet, which has close parallels among eleventh- to thirteenth-century glass bracelets known from other archaeological contexts. A fragmentary base of a greenish glass vessel belongs to the same chronological horizon. Both objects were discovered during the excavation of the 43-qvevri cellar and are consequently dated to the eleventh-thirteenth centuries.
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