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(068) 1139 September 30 Ganzak [Azerbaijan]
> landslides, the obstruction of streams, the formation of lakes,
oil rising to the surface and burning <
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On 30 September 1139, a disastrous earthquake destroyed the city of Ganzak (also
called Elizavetpol‘ or Kirovabad; now Ganca) in Azerbaijan, causing widespread
destruction in its province of Arjax. At that time, the city of Ganzak was occupied by
the Seljukids. It was almost completely destroyed, and the churches of St.Gregory and
St.Sargis suffered total collapse. According to various sources, there was a very large
number of victims at Ganzak: reports give figures varying between 230,000 and
300,000. These figures are exaggerated, however, for they do not fit the population lev-
els for the area, and must therefore simply be taken as an indication that the death toll
was very high.

The earthquake also caused the total collapse of the church at Halbat and the collapse
of the roof of the church at Tat‘ev. A number of other towns were also destroyed in the
ancient cantons of P‘arisos and Xac‘en, which became the province of Arjax.

The earthquake also had substantial environmental effects: we are told that there was
a landslide at Ganzak, causing the collapse of the church of St.Gregory and that of
St.Sargis; and oil was seen to rise to the surface and burn near the city. The earth-
quake triggered a massive landslide on Mt. Alharak which obstructed a river, thereby
creating an expanse of water still in existence a century after the earthquake, as
reported by the 13th century chronicler Kyriakos of Ganzak (Kirakos Ganjakec).

The earthquake is recorded in primary Armenian sources of the time, and made a deep



impression outside Armenia as well, for it is also recorded in Arab chronicles of that
century and later.

There is fragmentary information about the reconstruction of the city of Ganzak in a
12th century Persian poem entitled Iskandar-nama. In the dedication at the begin-
ning of the second part of the poem, the author, Nezami of Ganza, recalls the rebuild-
ing of Ganzak by Prince Pisxin, son of the atabek (local lord) Abu Bakr.

Our primary evidence for the earthquake comes from Bishop Step‘annos (12th centu-
ry), whose account of the event is quoted by Alishan (1893, p.232):

“Earthquake at Ganzak in the year 587 [15 February 1138 — 14 February 1139]: the
earth trembled to its foundations, and the earth flew up over St.Gregory and over the
gavit’ [a hall in front of monastic churches], and it then collapsed”.

2wpdu GFwudwlhwy h T Priwlhwupu, W pnnwg Gpypp b fhdwug. L 2pobijui
Prnbwe h wulwe h yGpwy U. Sphgnpngu b gwefthu np h nbwuyu quyp, o thinyg wn
Awuwpuwly.

Another account of the event — unfortunately fragmentary — is to be found in the
colophon of a 12th century Armenian religious manuscript, perhaps contemporary with
the event, and now preserved in Venice (San Lazzaro ms. 352, in Yovsep‘ean 1951,
no.166, cols.351-4):

“Many bodies of the saints and others were buried by this earthquake; they entered
into the entrails of the earth, which you can contemplate with bitterness and fear.
Famine [...] sword [...] enemy attacks and enslavement of the countryside”.

Jwulu npny 2wpddniup tpyph.. uppng L wuuppng jninyhg Pwnbgwyu Jwpdhup h
uhpin Jwwubiny  Gpyph  mnpng, qh Awihu  uwuwnp b nnnwj:
Unyp..unp.. jupdwlnidu Pouwdbiwg b gbhpnudy wopwpfug.

However, the most accurate descriptions of the event were left by historians who were
for the most part of later times. Samuel of Ani (12th century, p.132) reports:

“1121 [sic]. In the year 588 [15 February 1139 — 14 February 1140], on 17 Areg [29
September], the city of Ganzak was destroyed in an earthquake. And the [churches
of the] great saints Gregory and Sargis were engulfed. And the church of Halbat col-
lapsed”.

nfhw: h 24p PLhu® h ¢t wpbq wdnuy wupddwdp Ynpswubguwr Fwudwl punup. L
unLpp Juwpnuwwbnpu® Sphgnp b Uwpghu® pulndbgwu. bGu GybEnkghu 2wnuwwuwnw
thntquiuh

For the monastic complex of Halbat see Cuneo (1988, pp.302-307, no.147).

The reliable Syrian historian Bar Hebraeus (1225-1286) also tells us the number of
victims at Ganzak:

“And in the year five hundred and thirty-three of the Arabs [1138], in the second month
[i.e. Safar = Oct.-Nov.], there was a severe earthquake in Ganzak, a city in Persian ter-
ritory. And two hundred and thirty thousand souls perished there, and the whole city
was completely engulfed, and black waters burst up from the ground; and those who
escaped went out and took up their abode in the cemeteries and bewailed their [dead]
relations”. [Budge’s transl.]
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Mzxit‘ar Gosh (12th-13th century, p.361), one of the historians of Caucasian Albania (a
region of Armenian culture between Armenia and Azerbaijan), provides important evi-
dence about the extent of the earthquake:
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“On 18 Areg [1 October], during the night of Friday to Saturday, on the day of the feast
of St.George [30 September], the fury of the wrath of God fell upon the world; the vio-
lence of the earth and powerful destruction came with terrible shocks which reached
this land of Albania, in accordance with which it is written: ‘Who moves this our nether
[world] to its foundations, and the pillars thereof tremble’ [Job. 9:6]; and similarly in
another [passage]: ‘Who looks at the earth and makes it tremble’ [Ps. 103/104:32]. This
earthquake caused much destruction in many places in the cantons of P‘arisos and
Xac'‘en, as well as in the fields and mountains. It also caused the capital Ganzak to be
dashed into Hell, swallowing up its inhabitants; for on all sides of its surface it hugged
them to its bosom, and in the mountain regions many fortresses and villages were
demolished together with monasteries and churches, which collapsed on the heads of
their inhabitants, and innumerable people were killed by the destruction of buildings
and towers. And this came to pass in the year 588 of the Armenian era [15 February
1139 — 14 February 11407]”.

Swdubwuyu wpbgh np op nLpGLnmwuwy Ep wdungu, h gh2tiph nuppwne b neuwuwg
2wpwncu, gnpned wienep wolu kp Uppnyu SEnpguwy, qupPhwe guwunid'y pwpynePtwu
Uuinniéng h Jbpwy wopwpfp® h pnunPtul Anndng, L 2wpdbw) wufuwphu
nandwdp uwumhly YnpSwunt 'y fuwuniguiuti ny w2wphfhu Unniwuhg, pun gpbpnidy,
BL, “N pwpdk qun ubppnju Gpyph b fhdwiug, W uhLtup Unpw npnnwu. L puwn
Jhruned'u, N Guigh gpyhp b viwy pnnwp udw”: Npny 2wpddwdp pwgned webpniws
thutp pun pwqnmd wbnhu h quiwnhu Pwnhunung b Pwsghung, wn Auuwpwy h
nwwu W b (tppuu.  gopoed L Jwypwpwnup FYwudwl wn fuuwpwly jwunniunu
Ynpdwuhgh, unpwunjq wnubpny qpuwyhsu hep.  pwuqh gnpu Ynnd Gphuwg unpuw
wdthnthbwg qunuw h §ng hep. L h Gnuwynndwuu pwqned nnbwlp L ghunp
nwww) igwu fuuntipd Juiunpuwghp W GYtintigtiop, npp thjwu h dtpuy qfung puwlzwg
hupbwug. Jnpnud b wuPhep vwwnwlybgwy b Ynpdwudwul, 2huntwdng b wnmwpwlwg.
L thukp wyu h TR, Pniwwupu 2w ng.

P‘arisos and Xac‘en are the ancient names of cantons in the province of Arjax, which
corresponds in large part to the present-day Autonomous Region of Nagorno-Karabakh
in southern Azerbaijan (Lrnayin Larabal, cf. Dowsett, 1958, p.482, nos.3 and 4).
Kyriakos of Ganzak (13th century, p.108ff.) reports:

“In the year 588 [15 February 1139 — 14 February 1140], there was a strong earthquake
which destroyed the city of Ganzak, and its buildings collapsed on top of its inhabi-
tants. Demetrius, king of Iberia, father of Davit and Geworg, came and took away the
gates of the city to his country. The mountain of Alharak collapsed in the earthquake
and blocked a stream which crossed it, turning it into a lake which still exists to this
day. Excellent fish are to be found there”.

b T Prniwhwupu bnbe 2wpd uvwuwmhly b Ynpdwubgwr pwnup Fwudwly, L
nwwwbgwu 2huntwép np h udw, h Yipwy puwlyswg hipng. b Ghu Puquenp 4pug
FhdEwnpl Augpu Pweh bk $Enpgbwy, W wwpwe qipncue punwphu Juwpfu hop.
thjwe b (Gwnyu U fwpwy b 2wupddwuby k. wpgbp qdnpulju np wugwukp pun Jkp
unpw. W ke §nduly, np £ Jhugbie guwjyuop. |huhu h udw dyncup wqupep.

He repeats this information a little further on, and also quotes the report of the earth-
quake given by Samuel of Ani.

Step‘annos Orbelean (13th century), records the earthquake as occurring in the year
587 [15 February 1138 — 14 February 1139], at the time of Ter Grigor, patriarch of
Siwnik‘, and states:

“The roof of the large church of Tat‘ev collapsed entirely and fell on St.Gregory, and
hence on the gavit® which stood in front of its door, causing it to collapse™.

L gdpEPu JG§ Ghtintiginhu h SwRGL pnpnpuwwngp 2potlwey Pnbtwe h YEpwy unepp
Gphgnpnju e quehP np b ppwvu uyp.  Lothingg wn fuuwpuy:
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Further on, Orbelean mentions the restoration of the dome of the church of the Holy
Apostles at Tat'ev in the second half of the century; but it is not certain whether the
damage in question was caused by an earthquake. Mxit‘ar Ayrivanecti (13th century,
p.63) dates the earthquake to the year 590 (1141-1142), whereas Vardan Arewelci
(13th century, ch.72, p.123) gives the date as 588.

The event is also reported by Yovhannes Imastaser (13th century, p.133). The Arabic
chroniclers al-Isfahani (12th century, II, 190 = 533 H.) and Ibn al-Athir (12th-13th
century, 11/77) do not agree as to the number of victims. The former gives the date
as 8 September and records 300,000 victims; the latter, like Bar Hebraeus, reports
230,000 victims. There is information about the sources in Dowsett (1958). Taher
(1979, p.308) dates an earthquake at “Janza” to March 1143 on the basis of al-Suyuti
(Kashf, p.24).

As for the Persian poem Iskandar-nama, the reference to the earthquake is report-
ed in the (non-critical) edition by V.Dastgardi (p.33) where the poet seems to refer to
a prince called “Pisxin”, who is said to have restored the city of Ganza, struck by an
earthquake “on the eve of Saturday”. The poem was in fact dedicated to the atabek
Abu Bakr, who died in 1210, but the final verses glorify a third prince, who is not
easily identifiable. Minorsky (1951) argued that this part of the poem had been
rewritten, but that in any case the original version referred to the atabek Abu Bakr
and his son Pishxin, who can be identified as the “Beshken the Brave” of the
Georgian Chronicle.
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