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UNESCO and Georgia 

Rising defiantly from the ruins 

Georgia’s mercurial leader cocks a snook at art-historical 

convention  

Aug 26th 2010  

  

IN MANY European countries, dwindling Christian flocks can barely cope with the patrimony they have 

inherited, from steeples to statues. Georgia, which adopted Christianity 17 centuries ago, faces almost 

the opposite problem: such is the strength of a religious revival that began after the fall of communism 

that a hectic programme of building and restoring churches—from tiny chapels to Tbilisi’s vast new Holy 

Trinity cathedral—can hardly keep up with demand. 

And perhaps inevitably, the rush to refit ancient places of worship can easily run up against other 

priorities, including the latest international thinking about archaeology and conservation which holds 

that intervention should be kept to a minimum. 

In some Georgian holy sites the choice is made easier by the devastation that has occurred over the 

centuries, leaving little to conserve. The sixth-century monastic complex of David Gareja was sacked by 

the Mongols in 1265, the Persians in 1615, and then turned into a firing range by the Soviet army; when 

modern monks reoccupied the place, they found little but damp, pockmarked caves. Elsewhere—in 

several medieval churches, for example—fair compromises have been made between the needs of 

modern congregations and the desire of art historians to coax faded frescoes gently back to life. On a 

shoestring budget, Georgia’s cultural monuments agency says it has carried out 400 conservation 

projects, mostly on churches, since 2004.  

But there is one ultra-sensitive spot where Georgia’s masters—political and religious—are defying art-

historical fashion, and are hence on a collision course with UNESCO. That is the Bagrati cathedral, a 

ruined structure dating from the 11th century. There a new dynasty, uniting the country’s west and east, 

set out to create a great empire. The edifice belongs to one of three world heritage sites in Georgia, and 

in theory, is subject to UNESCO’s rules. 

But President Mikheil Saakashvili, and Patriarch Ilia II, the 77-year-old head of the Georgian church, have 

other ideas. The president has promised the patriarch that the cathedral will be rebuilt: walls, dome and 

all. Reconstruction is visibly in progress. Such a gesture plays well in a country where a towering 

expression of past and present glory has more appeal than fragile ruins; but it may be the boldest 

defiance of the world heritage regime that UNESCO has ever faced. True, Dresden was delisted as a site 
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in 2009, but that was a rebuke to the city, not Germany’s government; a game park in Oman had the 

same fate in 2007 after the government wanted to drill for oil and tried to obtain a smaller boundary.  

But Mr Saakashvili’s rebuilding of Bagrati is a new, head-on challenge to UNESCO’s ideas. A world 

heritage site is supposed to be of concern to all humanity; he is implying that its value to the Georgian 

nation comes first. With bristling ire, UNESCO is seeking a meeting with the Georgians to discuss the 

halting and reversal of the reconstruction. But in a land where religious and patriotic fervour abounds, 

Mr Saakashvili will not lose many votes by defying the outside world’s cultural overlords. 
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Nodik wrote:  

Aug 26th 2010 6:02 GMT  

Mr. Saakashvili isn't only rebuilding holy sites but also whole Georgia. The Economist's 

previous article about new shape of Georgian economy is the proof of that. He is building 

modern nation of Georgia which has reach history and bright future. As Hilary just recently said 

in Tbilis, Georgia will surely have its modern "golden age" as it was the case in 13th century in 

Georgia. 

Agellius wrote:  

Aug 26th 2010 6:40 GMT  

If UNESCO wishes to worship ruins, let it build some of its own. Preserve those buildings that 

people love as they are but do not need to use; otherwise till the art and archaeology prodnoses to 

keep out. 

Agellius wrote:  
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If UNESCO wishes to worship ruins, let it build some of its own. Preserve those buildings that 

people love as they are but do not need to use; otherwise till the art and archaeology prodnoses to 

keep out. 

Curate's Egg wrote:  

Aug 26th 2010 11:02 GMT  

As long as the reconstruction is faithful to the historical and cultural legacy of the ruins, I do not 

see why UNESCO has to object to the restoration. 
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Of course, this is easier said than done, but really, many historical ruins that we inherited were 

mostly rebuilt sometime during their lifetime, just not in ours. 

DJ Drive wrote:  

Aug 29th 2010 8:52 GMT  

Is there a cold water in UNESCO offices? They should drink it more. 

Does UNESCO know better what Georgia needs to preserve or rebuild? 

geonews wrote:  

Aug 29th 2010 9:29 GMT  

I think the issue here is that Georgia are members of UNESCO and Georgia should abide by 

their rules - not simply do what it wants because "it knows best". 

It is little wonder that investors are leaving Georgia in their droves - NGO's are shutting up shop 

and FDI has all but collapsed and, incidentally, this collapse started in 2005 - well before the war 

and the Fed-driven collapse of the economy kicked in. 

UNESCO have every right to be upset, and so should the rest of us be. A World Heritage Site is 

designated as such to protect it for future generations, and it needs to be planned and carried out 

using all of the knowledge and experience which UNESCO has gathered over the years. 

This is a typically selfish act by Georgia which sounds like it is intended to boost the popularity 

of their President. Next up - a revolving gold statue? It does indeed sound like what Georgia 

want to do is to rebuild the thing as yet another example of what Saakashvili has done for (to?) 

his country. But this is a typically blinkered "we know best" approach and who knows what 

damage they might do during construction? As we know, Georgian building standards leave a lot 

to be desired and how they undertake this work may not be the best way forward. 

So, what can UNESCO do - cry foul and hope that this is an isolated case? De-list this from the 

register of World Heritage Sites and say: "ok Georgia, you're on your own but don't come 

looking to us for any more money?". 

If everyone was as selfish and as full as their own self-importance as the Georgians there would 

be no UNESCO, because there would never come a time when a united and peaceful world could 

come and look at those places. 

Didomyk wrote:  

Aug 29th 2010 1:54 GMT  
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geonews wrote: "I think the issue here is that Georgia are members of UNESCO and Georgia 

should abide by their rules" 

UNESCO is just one of many UN specialised agencies staffed by UN appointed bureaucrats who 

have their quotas to meet in order to advance their well-paid UN careers. The unnamed 

UNESCO bureaucrats enjoy showing off their 'importance' when it comes to historic sites in 

small countries with little, if any, UN influence. At the same time, there must be thousands of 

historic sites worldwide in need of UN protection against encroachment by commercial interests 

and thousands more that have been neglegted for lack of state or donor funding. What has 

UNESCO done, for example, to identify, locate, restore and return to their legitimate owners 

thousands of ancient Christian icons, books, crosses, historic vestments and other properties that 

have been stolen or robbed by the Soviet bolsheviks during the Lenin-Stalin anti-religious 

campaigns 1n the 1920s and 1930s when all religions were proclaimed to be "the opium of the 

people" ? Its about time for UNESCO to get Russian state and Orthodox Church leaders to reveal 

what ancient historic and religious property of foreign origin is kept hidden in the vaults and 

basements of Moscow churches, Russia's museums and monastyries.  

The argument that some UN bureaucrats know better when it comes to preservation and 

restoration of ancient religious properties than the Patriarch and his Council of Bishops of the 

Georgian Orthodox Church rings very hollow. Would the same concept apply to the Pope of 

Rome when it comes to the preservation and restoration of historic churches and other relics of 

the Roman Catholic Church ? 

I doubt. 

Didomyk wrote:  

Aug 30th 2010 1:46 GMT  

To learn more about the cathedral, its history and its symbolism for Georgia read here: 

http://www.kutaisi.com.ge/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=33&I... 

Harkien wrote:  

Sep 5th 2010 12:09 GMT  

Georgians did not ask UNESCO critics for their cultural advice. 
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