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The history of relations between Georgians and Ossetians
stretches back centuries, even millennia. According to the 11th-
century Georgian historian Leonti Mroveli, King Parnavaz of
Kartli received considerable assistance in state-building from the
ruler of Egrisi, Quji, and from the king of the Ossetians.
Throughout the centuries, frequent cooperation, mutual aid,
kinship ties and reconciliation occurred between these two
Caucasian peoples. As Mose Janashvili (1855-1934), a Georgian
historian, ethnographer, and linguist, observes, Ossetian
“friendship” was consistently advantageous to the Georgians:
with their support, the Georgian army not only repelled enemies
but often pursued them as far as Media and Parthia.

The Ossetians, too, benefited significantly from their
relations with Georgia. These ties enabled Ossetian raids for
booty in the southern regions, involvement in Caucasian politics,
and profit in the form of military tribute. “Georgia, an
economically and culturally advanced country, attracted Ossetians
and other neighbours like a magnet... Wealthy states exploited the
greed of warring peoples for their own political ends, extracting
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ample tribute, gifts and booty. All this made Ossetia an active
counterparty in relations with Georgia.”

It is worth noting the cultural influence of politically,
economically, and socially developed Georgia on the Ossetians
and, more broadly, on the ethnic groups of the North Caucasus,
including the spread of Christianity among the locals, “evident in
the Georgian churches erected at the turn of the tenth and eleventh
centuries and thereafter.”

Georgia’s history also records periods of confrontation and
intolerance with its northern neighbours. Historian Zachary
Chichinadze (1854-1931) noted in the early 20th century that
whenever Georgian—Ossetian relations weakened, this was often
the result of enemy agitation intended to isolate and subdue
neighbouring states one by one.

Georgian and Ossetian authorities valued mutual
cooperation and its benefits; therefore, they sought to consolidate
neighbourly ties through dynastic marriages and kinship. This
goodwill was severely disrupted by the Mongol invasions.
Ossetian raids into Kartli, encouraged and supported by the
Mongols, became more frequent—notably in the 1230s, during
Mongol domination, when Ossetian raiders (In Georgian:
motareshe) reportedly “burned Gori completely” with the
Mongolian approval and support. After a three-year struggle,
Georgian King George V the Brilliant succeeded in liberating
Gori from the Ossetians.

After North Caucasian groups began settling in the Kartli
highlands, relations between Georgians and Ossetians intensified.
The first Ossetian settlement within present-day Georgia was in
the Didi Liakhvi gorge; earlier Ossetian settlements appeared on
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the territory of “Bude Dvaleti.” In the first half of the 17th
century, Ossetians moved from the North Caucasus to the
headwaters of the Tergi and Didi Liakhvi rivers. By then, parts of
the highlands in Inner Kartli had been depopulated as Georgians
relocated to the lowlands. From the mid-17th century, Ossetians
gradually moved south and settled in Georgian territory.
Vakhushti Batonishvili’s maps and descriptions recorded Ossetian
settlements in the early 18th century in the headwaters of the
Ksani, Great Liakhvi, Small Liakhvi, Truso, Kudaro, Lekhuri and
Mejudi valleys.

Ossetian settlement in Georgia was largely peaceful:
Georgian kings and nobles welcomed them to repopulate deserted
villages and revive cultivation. “In search of food, Ossetians
explored the villages of the Georgian highlanders; often they
settled as nomads on lands belonging to Georgian feudal lords.”
Settlement was not always peaceful, however. According to the
18th-century historian Papuna Orbeliani, in 1746, “the Ossetians
rebelled against the noble lords and began to fight them in Upper
Kartli”—Ilikely in the Ksani principality (In Georgian:
Saeristavo), according to Historian Vladimer Ghunashvili. That
anti-Georgian uprising of Ossetian serfs living in Georgia appears
to have been organised and aided by North Caucasian Ossetians.
To prevent them from rebelling in future, King Erekle II quelled
the rebellion and subsequently raided their historical homelands.

Historian and ethnologist Vakhtan Ithonishvili (1958-2000)
regarded “Ossianoba” as an especially painful chapter in Georgian
history. Local terms for Ossetian raids—tareshi—included
“Ossianoba” (Mtiuleti), “Ossoba” (Ksani Gorge), “Ovsoba”
(Racha) and “Ossobia” (Imereti). These terms parallel Georgian
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labels for other foreign incursions—Tatrianoba” (by Tatars),
“Turkoba” (by Turks), “Urumoba” (by Urums, i.e. Turkish-
speaking Greeks), “Osmaloba” (by Ottomans), “Qisilbashoba”
(by Qizilbash, i.e. Turkic-speaking Shi'a militant groups who
supported the Safavids) and “Lekianoba” (by Lezgi raiders)—all
denoting national military forces invading Georgian lands,
destroying settlements and enslaving or killing inhabitants.

Following Russia’s annexation of Georgia in the 19th
century, Ossetian settlement within Georgian territory continued
to increase, and Russian generals repeatedly reported murders,
looting and raids by North Caucasians. In 1809, General
Alexander Tormasov (1752—1819) had five Ossetians hanged to
suppress such banditry against Local Georgians, who suffered
severely. General Khonev urged General Ermolov to permit
Georgians to arm themselves for defence, since Georgians had
been banned from carrying arms under Russian rule to discourage
their desire for uprising against Russians; the general also argued
that the Georgians should not be prosecuted for killing attackers
in self-defence, a custom previously upheld under King Erekle II,
who decreed that any Ossetian killed during theft or raid would
not be compensated for under the law of blood-price.

Karl Eichwald (1795-1876), a Baltic German scientist and
traveller who visited Georgia in 1825-26, recorded that Ossetians
living in the mountains far beyond Tskhinvali habitually
plundered the town and murdered locals; Gori, too, suffered
repeated raids. Ossianoba affected virtually all Kartli valleys, and
its ruinous effects in the Great and Small Liakhvi valleys have
been thoroughly treated in the works of Academician Giorgi
Sosiashvili.
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By the late 18th century, alongside Qizilbash
(Qizilbashoba), Ottoman (Osmaloba), and Lezgi (Lekianoba)
incursions, Ossetian raids (Ossianoba) had left many settlements
in Inner Kartli in ruins; Georgian resettlement only resumed in the
19th century. As ethnic Georgians moved into Kartli from the
western regions, Ossetians from the North Caucasus also settled
on Georgian soil.

Academician Niko Berdzenishvili (1895-1965) described
the Lekianoba period as Georgia’s most trying era, yet Sophrom
Mgaloblishvili (1851-1925) judged Ossianoba “far more severe”:
Ossetian raids were more destructive and persistent than those of
the Lezgins; villages across Samachablo and Saeristavi estates
were repeatedly attacked and robbed; though the Lezgins were
defeated, Ossetian depredations continued to blight local life. One
might expect a major difference between the Muslim Lezgi
raiders and the Christian Ossetians, but when Kartli and Kakheti
were eventually cleared of Lezgi incursions, they subsequently
endured a longer and harsher period of Ossetian raids.

There are many further examples of Ossianoba in Georgian
history than can be recounted here, including the renewed
Georgian—Ossetian conflict since the late 1980s. Vakhtang
Ithonishvili judged the 1989-92 conflict the most harrowing
modern phase of Ossianoba, but he emphasised that analysing
these storms of history should not obscure the enduring ties
between Georgians and Ossetians; rather, it should help prevent a
recurrence of such painful episodes between neighbouring
peoples.
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