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Abstract: The study is devoted to the results of studying the lapidary collection 

consisting of about 15 fragments of architectural decoration related to the ruins of 

the church in the village of Sokhta, and the development of principles for 

reconstructing a volumetric model of its architectural decoration. In the summer of 

2024, field studies were conducted leading to an orthophotoplan of the ruins and 

three-dimensional models of 15 fragments were created. As a result of 

comprehensive research, it became possible to put forward a hypothesis about the 

original appearance of the temple. 
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The tasks of our research group included a visual study of the 

remains of the church near the village of Sokhta (the gorge of the Patsa 

River, a tributary of the Didi Liakhvi River), photographic recording and 

measurements of fragments of the surviving architectural decoration, the 

creation of three-dimensional models of each of them and of a three-
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dimensional hypothetical model of the church building and the system of its 

architectural decoration. These works were carried out within the framework 

of a two-year research project dedicated to the reconstruction of the 

architectural decoration of churches of the 9th - 11th centuries in the territory 

of the Republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia (a total of six objects were 

selected). Field research in the Republic of South Ossetia took place in the 

summer of 2024; in addition to the ruins of the church in the village of 

Sokhta, the remains of churches near the town of Kvaysa1  and the village of 

Nadarvaz2 were examined.  

All the results of the work are posted on a specially created website 

linked to the official website of the Institute of Oriental Studies of the 

Russian Academy of Sciences, arch.ivran.ru. 

The work on developing principles for the reconstruction of the three 

above-mentioned churches in the Republic of South Ossetia is complicated 

by the paucity of surviving sources. Almost no written or graphic evidence 

has survived, and archaeological work has never been carried out in them. 

Our group only had the methods of visual inspection and photographic 

recording, collecting information about the history of the ruins among rural 

oldsters, and the ability to select architectural, iconographic and stylistic 

analogies that correspond to the place and time.  

Even less is known about the church near the village of Sokhta than 

about the other two (near the city of Kvaysa and near the village of 

Nadarvaz). No information about its history has survived, and, as has already 

been said, no archaeological excavations have been carried out. The most 

detailed information is contained in the 1975 book by R. Mepisashvili and V. 

Tsintsadze “Architecture of the mountainous part of the historical province of 

Georgia – Shida Kartli”3. Researchers attribute it to a group of 10th century 

monuments from the gorges of Bolshaya and Malaya Liakhvi and Kudaro4. 

Some references to fragments of the church’s architectural decoration are 

also contained in a catalogue published by a group of Georgian researchers in 

20175.  

During field research in the summer of 2024 (E. Yu. Endoltseva, D. 

O. Dryga), a ground photogrammetric survey of the area was carried out in 

order to record the relative positions of the church structure elements, as well 

as to determine the size of the church and individual stones. The objects 

were in an abandoned state, the masonry and stones were covered with dense 

vegetation, in the form of moss, ferns, etc. The shooting was carried out on a 

Canon 6D camera with two lenses – 28 mm and 16 mm (fish eye). The first 

 
1 Endoltseva, Dryga, Alborov, Tabueva, Chugunov, Shigaev, Bystritsky 2024, pp. 65 – 80. 
2 Endoltseva, Dryga, Alborov, Shigaev 2025.  
3 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, pp. 88 – 91. 
4 Ibid., p. 88.  
5 Dadiani, Khundadze, Kvachatadze 2017, p. 133. № 222 – 225.  
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was used for detailed shooting of the main elements of the structure, the 

second – for shooting the general situation. In addition to shooting the entire 

complex as a whole, additional shooting of individual elements/ stones was 

carried out. Based on the results of the work, we made an orthophotoplan of 

the central round platform with fragments of the masonry of the eastern apse 

and three-dimensional models of 15 fragments of architectural decoration. 

The principles of reconstruction were developed taking into account the data 

published by R. Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze, a detailed analysis of the 

surviving elements of masonry, architectural decoration, analysis of the 

landscape of the area, and the selection of analogies (E. Yu. Endoltseva, I. B. 

Shigaev)6. 

For example, R. Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze published a plan of 

this church (Fig. 1)7. Now it is almost illegible. Moreover, if we believe this 

plan, the church occupied a much larger space than the trampled area that 

now survives, surrounded by a later improvised fence (Fig. 2)8. However, 

upon closer inspection, we discovered a manhole that leads to an 

underground crypt marked on the plan of R. Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze. 

The data we obtained during the visual examination were confirmed by an 

informant, an oldster of the village of Sokhta, Nudar Ostayev, who reported 

that he descended into the crypt through the surviving manhole along a stone 

staircase. This underground room was filled with earth and stones during the 

earthquake of 1991.  

 

 

Fig. 1 Plan of the church in the village of Sokhta 

 
6 We thank D. V. Beletsky for consultations.  
7 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975. P. 88. Ill. 78, https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section 

Archive plan. 
8 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the Orthophotoplan section.  
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Fig. 2 Orthophotoplan of the site where the main ruins of the church in the 

village of Sokhta are located 

That is why the proposed hypothetical reconstruction of the temple is 

based on the plan of R. Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze, integrated into the 

relief of the surviving site (Fig. 3). The entrance to the crypt at the base of the 

eastern apse was taken as a reference point. 

Fig. 3 Reconstruction of the church in the village of Sokhta, 

integrated into the relief of the surviving site 
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According to the assumption of R. Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze, 

"The church was hall, large. Only fragments of its walls have survived.… In 

the apse of the church there were two high, semicircular niches. The 

longitudinal walls of the church are divided by pilasters. From the south, the 

remains of the walls of the southern aisle can be traced. Apparently, there 

was also a northern aisle, but in its place, from its material, at a later time, a 

tower was erected"9.  

Most of the fragments of architectural decoration mentioned by R. 

Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze were discovered by us on the trampled area. 

According to the Georgian researchers, "these fragments are not 

contemporaneous, some date back to the 10th century, others to the 11th 

century"10. Among the most interesting fragments is a rectangular slab with 

an inscription on Asomtavruli language11. Georgian researchers date it to the 

10th century, and they translate the inscription as follows: “Glorified Church, 

have mercy on Theodore. … Rest the soul of Giorgi. Holy Church, have 

mercy on Ivan the Mason”12.  

Other important fragments include a massive column capital, 

probably from an arched entrance13  (Fig. 4), a rectangular slab depicting a 

flourished cross14 (Fig. 5), a fragment of the top of a slit-shaped window 

depicting a horseman15 (Fig. 6), paired half-columns with an arched capital16, 

a rectangular fragment with a woven geometric ornament composed of a 

three-band weave band consisting of intertwined circles of large and small 

diameters17 , a rectangular fragment with dense basket weaving18 , a half-

column and a half-column with a capital19, and a rectangular fragment with 

vertically arranged pairs of birds of prey clawing at four-legged animals20  

(Fig. 7). 

 

 
9 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 88. 
10 Ibid., p. 88.  
11 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section Fragments of the western facade.  
12 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 91. Ill. 81. 
13 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section Southern facade, gallery.  
14 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section Eastern facade, fragments. 
15 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section Southern facade, fragments. 
16 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section South facade, gallery window.  
17 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section Southern facade, gallery. 
18 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section Eastern facade, fragments. 
19 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the section Southern facade, portal, fragments. 
20 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the Unknown location section.  
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Fig. 4 Capital of the column. Three-dimensional model 

       Fig. 5 Three-dimensional model of the slab with the image of a blossoming cross 
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Fig. 6 Three-dimensional model of the slab with the image of a horseman 

 

 

Fig. 7 Three-dimensional model of the slab with vertically located pairs  

of birds of prey, clawing four-legged animals 
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An analysis of the surviving fragments of architectural decoration 

made it possible to construct typological rows of some elements of the 

structure (the arched entrance to the southern gallery, the southern portal of 

the main volume, the design of the eastern façade). In the masonry of the 

improvised gates of the fence, laid out recently by the villagers, it was 

possible to discover fragments of stepped pilasters that supported the conch 

of the apse, and grooves for, possibly, an altar barrier21 (Fig. 8). 

 

 

Fig. 8 Three-dimensional model of the church in the village of Sokhta. Interior 

 

R. Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze divide the surviving fragments of 

architectural decoration into two chronological groups (in their study, they do 

not provide reasoned justification for this conclusion). In their opinion, “it is 

tempting to think that the first relates to the church itself, and the second to 

the extensions”22.  

While generally agreeing with this hypothetical possibility, in the 

proposed model for reconstructing the decorative system of the facades we 

primarily took into account significant analogies, i.e., the closest 

geographical and chronological, the size of the details, their possible 

functional and design features. 

Thus, we assume that this was a hall church with two pairs of stepped 

pilasters in the interior, a semicircular vault, a gable roof, an eastern apse 

recessed into the thickness of the wall (with two semicircular niches), with 

southern and, possibly, northern vaulted galleries (Fig. 9)23.  

 
21 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the Interior 1 section, fragments. 
22 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 91. Ill. 80, 81. 
23 Since the presence of the northern gallery is the most controversial issue in this concept, it is 

shown transparent in the reconstruction, https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, in the Northern 

Facade section. 
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Fig. 9 Three-dimensional model of the church in the village of Sokhta,  

view from the southeast 

 

According to the established tradition of those places, the northern 

facade of church buildings is usually devoid of windows, doors and stone 

carvings24. According to the plan of the main volume of the church (without 

side galleries), published by R. Mepisashvili and V. Tsintsadze, there was no 

entrance on the western side of the church25. Indeed, quite often in Christian 

churches of this region the entrance (as well as the gallery or narthex) is 

located only on the southern side. However, slit-shaped windows usually 

appear on the western facade (Fig. 10)26. As an analogy, we can point to the 

western facade without doors, but with a small round window of the church 

in Armaz (9th century) and to the western facades without doors, but with 

slit-shaped windows in the churches of the Mother of God and St. George in 

Akhalsopeli (10th century). The size of the slit-shaped window in our 

reconstruction is related to the size of the fragment of the finial with the 

image of a horseman, which is placed on the southern facade27. The slab with 

the inscription mentioning the builders of the church could have been placed 

either on the southern façade at the entrance (the church of St. George in 

Armaz28, St. George in Ered29  (10th century), the church in Dodot30 (10th – 

early 11th centuries, etc.) or on the western façade (the church in Dodot)31. In 

our reconstruction, it is placed on the western façade32.  

 
24 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975. 
25 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 88. Ill. 78. 
26 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, Western facade section. 
27 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, section South facade. 
28 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 17. 
29 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 52, 53.  
30 Ibid., pp. 59 – 60. 
31 Ibid., p. 61.  
32 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, Western facade section. 
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Fig. 10 Three-dimensional model of the church in the village of Sokhta.  

Western facade 

 

The southern façade, in accordance with widespread practice, is very 

solemnly decorated33  (Fig. 11). There are two slit-shaped windows on the 

wall of the main volume (in the piers between the pilasters), a gallery with a 

two-arched entrance and a window. This design scheme repeats the structure 

of the southern side of the churches in Dodot34 and St. George in Ered35 and 

Beris-sakdari in Ered 36 . Both churches are located near the village of 

Sokhta37. Probably, the base of the arches of the entrance to the gallery rested 

on architraves decorated with a woven geometric ornament38, as is done in a 

similar situation in the church in Dodot39. The dimensions of the capital and 

the fragment with a woven geometric ornament found in Sokhta do not 

contradict this assumption. The found fragments of half-columns and half-

columns with a capital, most likely, could have decorated the portal of the 

entrance from the gallery to the main volume of the church. Such a 

decorative solution is also quite common in these places in the church 

architecture of the 10th – early 11th centuries. For example, a similar 

composition is found on the portal of the main volume of the church in 

Katskhi. 

 

 
33 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, section South facade. 
34 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 58. Ill. 48. Ill. 52. 
35 Ibid., p. 54, 55. Il. 44.  
36 Ibid., p. 64. Il. 54.  
37 Endoltseva 2024, p. 234. Interactive map. 
38 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, section Southern facade, gallery. 
39 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 60. Ill. 50. 
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Fig. 11 Three-dimensional model of the church in the village of Sokhta.  

Southern facade 

 

The dimensions and shape of the three fragments (paired half-

columns with a capital with an arched motif, an arched roller and a small 

fragment with basket weaving)40 successfully fit into the composition of the 

frame of the gallery window, based on the model of the window of the 

southern gallery of the Church of St. George in Ered41.   

The composition of the eastern façade (a flourished cross and a larger 

fragment with basket weaving)42 (Fig. 12) repeats a similar composition of 

the eastern façade of the Beris-sakdari church in Ered43.  

 

 

Fig. 12 Three-dimensional model of the church in the village of Sokhta.  

Eastern facade 

 
40 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, South Facade section, gallery window. 
41 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 55. Ill. 45. 
42 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, section Eastern facade. 
43 Mepisashvili, Tsintsadze 1975, p. 65. Ill. 55. 
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The fragment with vertically arranged pairs of birds of prey tearing 

apart four-legged animals seems to resemble decorative schemes popular in 

medieval church architecture in Armenia. It is difficult to say what place it 

could take in the version proposed for the reconstruction of the church in 

Sokhta44 (Fig. 7). 

Thus, the resulting hypothetical three-dimensional model of the 

church in the village of Sokhta fits well into the context of the construction 

tradition for religious architecture of the 10th century - early 11th century in 

Kudaro (Kudar Gorge of the middle reaches of the Jodzhora River, now the 

Dzau district of South Ossetia) and the adjacent territories (Western Georgia) 

(Fig. 13). 

Fig. 13 View of the gorge of the Patsa River from the ruins of the church 

near the village of Sokhta 

Taking into account the accumulated experience and collected data, it 

becomes possible to offer the following development prospects. Among the 

Christian churches of the 9th – 11th centuries located along the Greater 

Caucasus Range (Sochi District of Krasnodar Krai, the Republic of 

Abkhazia, North Ossetia, the Republic of South Ossetia, Ingushetia, 

Karachay-Cherkessia, Western Georgia, etc.), there are a number of 

monuments unique in design and architectural decoration (the church in the 

village of Vesyoloye, the Upper and Lower Church on Mount Anakopia, the 

church on Mount Lashkendar, churches in the town of Kvaysa, the village of 

Nadarvaz, the village of Kasagdzhin, the Zrug Church, the monastery in 

Ubisi, the Church of St. George in Joysubani near the town of Oni, churches 

in the villages of Iprari, Yeli, etc.). Unusual images on their facades 

44 https://arch.ivran.ru/sohta_temple, Unknown location section. 
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(zoomorphic images and ornaments, rare iconographic subjects) reflect the 

influence of ancient cultures (autochthonous traditional everyday 

environment, local archaeological cultures, Persian influence, the Byzantine 

Empire of the Macedonian dynasty, etc.) and demonstrate the unity of the 

artistic style (flat-graphic)45. At the same time, it was this territory (especially 

the interfluve of the Ksani and Liakhvi rivers due to its geographical location, 

remoteness and inaccessibility) that played a significant role in the revival of 

stone construction after the devastating Arab conquests and, accordingly, 

influenced the development of church architecture in the future (primarily in 

Transcaucasia and on both sides of the central part of the Main Caucasian 

Range). Some of these churches are in a ruined state, and the nature of their 

architectural decoration can only be judged by lapidary collections (churches 

in the village of Nadarvaz, the town of Kvaysa, the village of Kasagdzhin, in 

the village of Veseloe, in the Tsebeldinskaya Valley, etc.). In the course of 

work in recent years, our research group has collected material on the 

architectural decoration of churches in Abkhazia during the period of the 

Abkhazian Kingdom and on traditional motifs in the decoration of Christian 

churches of the 9th – 11th centuries along the Greater Caucasus Range. We 

have also made virtual reconstructions of the architectural decoration of some 

churches of this time (from the Republic of Abkhazia (two churches on 

Mount Anakopia) and the Republic of South Ossetia (near the town of 

Kvaysa and the village of Nadarvaz)). However, digital volumetric models of 

the architectural decoration of some other significant churches (in the villages 

Vesyoloye, Kasagdzhin, Mramba, Lashkendar, etc.) have not yet been 

created. Work in this direction is new and is being carried out for the first 

time. Its results will significantly enrich knowledge about the ways of 

forming iconographic plots and schemes in the architectural decoration of 

churches and small forms (altar barriers) in the post-Arab period on the 

territory of the Christian Caucasus (the periphery of the Byzantine Empire, 

the contact zone with the Muslim world (the Arab Caliphate and Persia).  

The creation of an interactive web map of the objects studied, 

supporting the import of georeferenced raster images, vector data and three-

dimensional models with photographs and text documents (on the history of 

the monument and on the principles of its reconstruction, where necessary), 

will expand the possibilities for visualization and presentation of data in the 

framework of scientific and applied research. The results of research and 

visualization work are planned to be used in the creation of high-quality 

scientific and educational museum exhibitions with the involvement of the 

latest technologies and (virtual and real) teaching aids. 

 

 

 
45 Endoltseva 2024.  
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