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Sumela Monastery
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It was one of the greatest, most diverse empires the world has ever seen, with architectural
achievements to match. But while some Byzantine masterpieces are big tourist draws, many have
slipped into undeserved obscurity. For the intrepid, the wonders of Byzantium await.
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2 Adam Wanlfitt

f piety were measured in drops of sweat, then the monks of
I Sumela would have been as devout as they come. Rising
along the steep path to this ancient monastery, our huffs and
puffs shattered the rural quiet as we tramped through lush
green forests, the dampness of the breeze cool on our faces;
each draft of air more refreshing than the last. And then it
appeared; the hidden monastery, tucked inside a bare cliff, its
stunning position reaffirming the Byzantine desire to merge
their sacred sites with the contours of the natural world.

More extraordinary, however, were the frescoes that deco-
rated Sumela’s walls, vividly stacked like those of a Tibetan
Buddhist monastery. Centuries of Pontic fogs and wind had
left them faded and gouged. We could only imagine how mag-

nificent they were back when the monks still inhabited this

forested paradise in the vanished world of Byzantine Anatolia.

Hidden Treasure Although Sumela is just 45 minutes
from Trabzon, a city of 275,000 on Turkey’s Black Sea coast,
this architectural masterpiece remains unknown to most

tourists, who know only of major Byzantine sites in Istanbul
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Ao v]sPH AZ3} 0 o <o) Aztolg} & ghsl o] == d2 3 like Hagia Sophia or the great land walls. Yet deep in Anatolia
| M= A e DA 9x] 2 sx| gt oh}Ezleol 2|zl 71 and the Caucasus one finds myriad treasures like Sumela,
ZFkA A Ze3 Rl Tl e 22 S EE TEAE
o] wolxl HW dA =43 < Yuis =71e] A= =2 4 ¢ millennium. The Byzantine Empire was marked by diversity.
T} 1 7|ug] dalerEo|u} B 2 A=l = thFgo] E—%ﬁﬂu}, Though Greek was the official language, it was said that one
24 ool gl ro]dA|ut ZAeE] == ATl AdH A A could hear “all of the world’s 72 languages” in Constantinople’s
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Aut AhFe ~zlcU]ol AlEL gHA) 0] 5912 Ukar, ol emperor’s guard, and Armenians, those famed Anatolian cav-
Eg]o}l 7| 2 o] 55 =2 ofEH| oA S 2 ¥ 7 &
1 N = Hag £udc) Relations between the Byzantine state and eastern
B 7] 223 22 ol lEg]ol x| o] e~ of2rue} = Anatolian Greeks, Armenians and Georgians were often

| 2ok AgiA T4 Y w7} 2ok, AR a FekohlEe]ol  adversarial, in part because of Anatolia’s untamable geogra-

which attest to the great commonwealth that existed for over a

streets. Jewish traders, Russian trappers and Italian sea metr-

chants were present. Fierce Scandinavians marched in the

.

alrymen, were among the Byzantine army’s finest soldiers.
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o] 29 EX|A =R 7|53 GALS e Wit House of Bagrationi and the Kings of the Laz and Abkhazia.
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ZERn= B 5 ot ARRAE :L—?—E]G}E]r ol2m1]o}  was created through Christianity. Georgia and Armenia are
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o sh}a gk} g o] A2 Zwrl AR o 2 Mujel AL created icon of the Theotokos (Mother of God). The new reli-
2 EE 347] o) FluleT)oke] A U= ofapAole] & gion really spread three centuries later with the preaching of a
gxo]|9ch BAAEQ AFR o EAFEAR 54 58] female saint, Nino of Cappadocia. Today, the veneration of
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g] o]alzl 114 7]0)] 2 E SRS 2= YdSo] Bt o] of the most famous icons on Greece’s Mount Athos, that iso-
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the Mother of God remains vital in matriarchal Georgia; one

ToE0] 9= g3t AAF = sh)y} aEX| ol So] Sd3sl o]  lated monastic community, is the “miracle-working” icon of
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SRR G
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Frescoes inside Surp Khach
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The Spoi!s of War The dynamic of war and coopera-
tion is exemplified in the story of Svetitskhoveli. In 1021, a few
years after his Armenian guard had saved him from Bulgar
forces near modern-day Plovdiv, Bulgaria, Byzantine
Emperor Basil [l marched on the rebellious Georgians, who
were frequent allies of the insubordinate Greek clan chiefs.
After defeating Georgian King Giorgi |, Basil funded Georgia’s
spectacular Svetitskhoveli Cathedral, set in the medieval cap-
ital of Mtskheta, famed burial place of Georgian kings.

Today, Svetitskhoveli is a Unesco World Heritage Site, its
solemn, cavernous structure practically swallowing up the
visitor. Above, on a windy bluff overlooking the confluence of
the rivers Mtkvari and Aragvi, is the smaller church of Jvari —
another embodiment of the Byzantine passion for blending
architecture with nature.

The common Anatolian Christian heritage is exemplified
again in Surp Khach, a 10™-century Armenian church on
Akdamar Island, in eastern Turkey’s Lake Van. While
Turkish-Armenian political antagonisms had imperiled the
future of Surp Khach, the Turkish government’s recently con-
cluded US$1.5 million restoration has saved it for visitors. In
the 12" century, when the Arzruni royal family ruled from
Akdamar, a palace, harbor and several churches stood there.

Of these grand structures, only Surp Khach survives, its
serene setting on a rippling lake complementing the cliff side
and the forested Sumela nearby. Most magnificent is its
stonework, something for which Armenians were renowned.
The facade of Surp Khach depicts, in deep relief, thematical-
ly grouped scenes from the Old Testament, as well as such
everyday activities as hunting and harvesting. These images
remind us that within the Byzantine structures of Anatolia
and the Caucasus existed a real and dynamic world —a
world whose fabulous relics remain accessible to the imagi-

native traveler even today. & By Chris Deliso
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| KOREAN AIR NAVIGATION
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]2 e WHEN TO GO Winters in ed, are home to the Laz, a
2 Anatolia and the Caucasus can unique Georgian-related people
oS be frigid and snowy. Summers descended from the ancient
Y  Minske can get scorching hot, though Kingdom of Colchis (famed
S the Black Sea coast is more destination for Jason and the
iR temperate. September is ideal Argonauts in their quest for the
Kiev L __ - for swimmers, as the waters are Golden Fleece). Trabzon has
S f warmest then. There is abeauti-  many things to see, including the
ful golden glow around Thilisi in Byzantine walls and former
Romania early fall, when the leaves in the church of Hagia Sophia and the
| Bucharest mountains start turning red and summer palace of Mustafa
Bﬁlgaria o | gold. In the spring, the hills Kemal Ataturk, father of modern
| Skopje == Gegrgia around Lake Van explode with Turkey. Van, famous for its fluffy.
e Thilisi the color of millions of orchids, water-loving cats with one amber
1E o Armenia primulas and irises. and one blue eye, is also a jJump-
& BUEKEY ‘ ing-off point for Mount Ararat,
| @ GETTING THERE From Turkey's highest peak (a little
ATEP 5o Istanbul, regular flights go to over 5,100m) and the legendary
: Trabzon and Van, as well as to repository of Noah's Ark.
Thilisi. Trabzon and Van are Aside from Mtskheta, a 12km
[HEISHE2 O|ABKER F 43| 2EEILICL _
Korean Air flies Incheon — Istanbul four times a week. connected by a major road; the drive from Thilisi, the Georgian
bus takes 13-15 hours, or you capital boasts a fascinating old
® 03 A|7| olL}=2|0f=t 71T A S| KAS msh 4~ )t can rent a car. From Dubai, there town, lively nightlife and friendly
H22 SA| E1 0| Ho| LH=ICE EplEZEYE S01E 20| =0 is a daily flight to Thilisi, and people: if you are lucky enough
HHHO| GIE2 M= 50| BT S5 H|XtElo| HETL 57 [0 FAT|OF S regular flights to Trabzon also. to be invited to a supra—a
ofot 2515t Ho |} ofEstr ol 7FE ALEAR HCH E7(2] ORHXIL! Georgian dinner party — be pre-
E2 HHS 420 71EH TEES S AEHLF A2 OlE =239 HEEE e IN THE AREA Turkey’s pris- pared for lots of potent wine, and
o=o|ct Z7120|H ELZIE|A| FH0O| =S0| SESICE =Ho| B E= tine Black Sea beaches see few long, elaborate toasting to ac-
OIECER E24I0| =1 Mol= Z0|5HH =SAHAH0| A2 A0 |1 tourists compared to the Aegean company the delicious cuisine —
21215 R0 | 57| ARSI SO MO | TIN0|2 FEe! and Mediterranean resorts. usually, four or five courses of it.
Eojl= HH\/an) &4 =H2| S |0 HIg M= 7 I0IM 7 FEE =10 In coastal towns like Trabzon, If you have time, the drive
ipfolsx @t 2220 | SEHK|AH| T A ool Bty FARHC = FAE0| Samsun and Rize, visitors can through the Caucasus
AZHO| SFHS ZHAISE A QICE MsHX = 022 tE A 51000 & expect authentic Turkish life, Mountains to Kazbegi (3-5 hours
0lAhe| @XIE Fop7H= BIeiCh fresh fish and wonderfully lush from Thilisi) along the Georgian
e E0l7F= Z 0| AEENIM= 122120(|E 720l U= S =SEIR} nature. The Turkish Black Sea Military Highway features su-
Eatg=aldl 2|1 ELE|ATEK] J2X|0e| 0l ERIFIAIE highlands, where tea is cultivat- perb, high-altitude views.
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