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George Gagoshidze

THE MONASTERY
OF DORMITION AT DIRBI
ARCHITECTURE, INSCRIPTIONS, RELIEFS

SUMMARY

The monastic complex of the Dormition church is situated in Shida Kartli, on the outskirts
of village Dirbi, Kareli district, on the right bank of the river Prone. It consists of a church, a bell
tower, a palace and an outer wall.

The church of the monastery (size: 7.35 x 10.30m) is a three-nave building, As a result of the
research it was estimated that originally a small hall church (size: 4.6 x 7.35m) was built here in
the 10" century, which was wall-painted in the 14" century, structures flanked with apses were
added to the church to the north in the 15% -16% cc and to the south at the whole length in the
17" century, while two arched openings were cut through the north and south walls of the old
hall church after which the building obtained the inner space of a three-nave basilica. The north
construction is a two-storey building; the cache, or the second floor could be reached from the
outside, through a small opening in the west wall of the church, at the altitude of 270 cm.

In the 17" century all three naves of the church were embraced under a gable roof.

The east facade of the church clearly shows different chronological layers of the building.
The 10" century hall church is built with perfectly hewn dark red stone and is ornamented with
contemporary which decor and inscriptions. Between this structure and the annexes a vertical
building junction is noticeable. The western facade of the church also reveals the boundary
between the old construction and the later annexes. The south facade is built of brick and bears
the signs of the 17" century Georgian architecture. Here is the only entrance to the church and
its tympanum, omamented with a florished cross has been moved here from the now abolished
door of the old church. Mixed material, pebbles and stones of irregular shape are used in the north
facade of the church.

In the interior the longitudinal walls through which today openings are cut are divided into
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two unequal seclions — high and wide to the west and relatively small to the east - by a double
pilaster and is decorated with arches and profiled imposts. Such a way of decorating the interior
is characteristic of the 9™, and mostly of the 10" century monuments. In the 17 century a tall
brick chancel with royal gates of the shape of a pointed arch was built in front of the altar. The
shape of the royal gates looks similar to the arch of the doorway arranged near the chancel and
leading to the north annex and the latter was also made during the great repair works carried
out in the monastery in the 17" century. The two-storey brick beli-tower, situated to the south
of the church was also built in the same period and it is crowned by a canopy resting on four
supports.

According to Vakhushti Bagrationi (1696 — 1757) the Dormition monaslery at Dirbi was the
melochion of the Jerusalem Holy Sepulchre and it was governed by the archimandrite sent from
Jerusalem. The earliest mention of Dirbi in written sources belongs to the 16" century: it had been
contributed to the Jerusalem Cross Monastery and the Holy Sepulchre by King Svimon I (1556-
1600). Presumably, one important stage of the renovation and extension of the church occurred at
this time, in particular, a low annex was attached to the hall church to the north, on top of which
the second floor, or a cache was arranged, the space of the central hall was opened by low arches,
as a result of which the 14* century mural suffered partial damage.

The above mentioned contribution made by Svimon I was renovated by King Rostom (1632-
1658) and Queen Mariam (}1684) with the document of the year of 1650. If we consider the
fact that in the 40s of the 17% century Queen Mariam was depicted on the wall of the main .
church of the Cross monastery for her great contribulion towards the Jerusalem Cross monastery
we should assume that the fundamental repair of Dirbi church, which was the rrefochion of Cross
monastery, was carried out at the Queen’s expenses: a chancel was built and-painted, a south
annex and a bell tower were built.

Theoriginal small hall church of the Dormition at Dirbi, as it becomes clear from the rzzeskburi
(old Georgian) inscription on the east facade, was built between 957 and 967 during the reign of
Leon, the King of the Abkhazians. It is known, that in the 10 century Shida Kartli was included in
the borders of the west Georgian stale - the Abkhazian kingdom and it was governed by the eristavi
(governor) of the king of the Abkhaz, but the name of the eristavi — loane that is recorded in the
inscription at Dirbi and who was appointed by King Leon 111 in Kartli, was not hitherto known.
After the research it was estimated that this loane eristavi must be the 11% century famous public
figure, eristavi of Kartli [oane Marushisdze, who played an important role in the process of the
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unification of Georgia.

The same inscription suggests that the initiator of building Dirbi church was Abraham the
decanus (dean), while the main sponsor of building was an Otinisdze. Other inscriptions make
it clear that other people also took part in building the church (Guram, Tevdore). One of the
inscriptions reads that the church was built in quite a short time: its building started on the
Annunciation, 25% March and by encaenia, 13" September, the walls had been built up to the
beginning of the vaulting. .

In the centre of the relief composition on top of the east window of the church an equal-arm
Golgotha cross is depicled, which is symbolically identified with the Tree of Life, while in the left
corner of the composition a representation of a secular person — Guram (one of the sponsors of
building) is carved inside a circle. This kind of relief compositions often occur on the walls of the
10" century churches. The Dirbi composition is particularly close to the decoration of windows at
Disevi and Arbo (both belong to the 10* ¢) churches situated in Kartli.

In Lhe upper part of the east facade of Dirbi church figures of two high rank secular persons
are depicted one of whom (the left one) is rather old, while the other is young. The relief is
badly damaged, the inscription accompanying the relief is also very fragmentary which makes it
difficult to identify these men. However, the royal insignia — a scepter with a small cross on top
— held by the person on the left points to the fact that this man is a king. I presume it is Leon
111, King of Abkhazia, and next to him, in accordance with the king’s rank, his brother should be
represented — the future king of Abkhazia Demetre I11 (967 — 975).

In terms of architectural forms and decor Dirbi church is a typical monument of Shida Kartli
of the 10" century. It is a country church perfectly constructed by half professional craftsmen
who had originated from the people. Buildings of this kind are quite common in this region.
Apparently, with a view to raising their prestige, the donors of the church Abraham the decarnus
and Otinisdze put the relief representations of the highest secular lord - King Leon and his brother
Demetre on the east facade of the church.
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Nino Chikhladze

THE MONASTERY
OF DORMITION AT DIRBI
PAINTING

SUMMARY

The late thirteenth century is the period of fundamental changes in the history of Georgian
monumental painting. There comes to end the classic age of the eleventh-thirteenth century
magnificent murals, the place of which gradually is taken by those of the Palaeologan artistic
style formed in the spiritual centers of Byzantium - Constantinople and Thessaloniki and rapidly
spread over the Orthodox countries of the Byzantine area.

Already at the first stage of the establishment of the Palaeologian manner being distinguished
by its aesthetic ideals and artistic means, there appear in Georgia the monuments of painting
revealing side by side with the centers of the metropolis, highly artistic traits of developed
Palaeologan style (the south-east chapel of the main church at Gelati - 1291-1293; the south-west
chapel of the church of Dormition at Khobi - the thirteenth-fourteenth centuries; illustrations
of the Mockvi New Testament (Q - 902, 1300). However, some other paintings done by that time
evince a certain closeness to those of Trapzon, a peripheral city of Byzantium neighboring Georgia
(the church of St. George at Achi - the late thirteenth century; the second layer of the church of
Archangel at Jumati - the fourteenth century; The same lendency is 1o be seen to a certain degree
on the early layer of the church of St. George at Perevisa - the end of the thirteenth and the
beginning of the fourteenth century). Al the same time, however, are produced the monuments
which follow the traditions of classical painting, although their artistic treatment nearly hasn’t
been touched by the Palaeologan style (the church of Annunciation of the monastery complex at
David Gareja - the eighties of the thirteenth century; the early layer of the murals of the monastery
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of St. Saba at Saphara - the end of the thirteenth century etc.). At this early stage a general

arlistic manner of Georgian monumental painting is characterized by diversity and somewhat

“variegated” air, although by the mid fourteenth century there were executed significant pattemns

of painting bearing the elements of developed Palaeologan artistic style. Some of them are
distinguished by (lexible and subtle academic line drawing as well as refined color scheme (the
churches of Dormilion of Virgin Mary at Likhne and Martvili, the church of Transfiguration at
Zarzna), whereas others are marked by colder colors, expressive design and mannerist treatment
of line (the church of St. George at Ubisi). All these monuments are scattered over weslem and
southern Georgia, on ground of which, the Palaeologan style was considered in the studies of the
sevenlies of the twentieth century (referring to the renowned Georgian Art Historian Professor T.
Virsaladze) Lo be spread mostly throughout the provinces of Georgia free from Mongol invasions
and close to the Byzantine Empire. The murals of the monastery of Dormition at Dirbi , recently
discovered in the central part of Georgia, may suggest that the Palaeologan style was rooted in this
region of Georgia as well. Through the following features of artistic style: soft colorist modeling
of volumes, spatial relationship of architectural coulisses, emergence of Hellenistic motifs in the
figures of secondary importance, the painting of Dirbi should be dated no later than from the
middle of the fourteenth century.

Most recently, a large part of the central nave of the church was covered with plaster, while the
fragments of surviving paintings were badly damaged or repainted so that the original painting
was nol discernible altogether. In 2001 the church prior and congregation cleaned the west facade
being covered with soil, also a part of the interior plastered walls carried by water, after which two
layers of the painting became visible. In 2003 the restorers of the Department of Architecture, Art
and Restoration of Georgia headed by the Restorer David Gagoshidze (to whom we express our
gratitude for providing us with the painting schemes designed by him) through the financial
help of the historical monuments preservation fund of the Cartu Group, carried out restoration-
conservation works. Unfortunalely, the layer of the seventeenth century painting hasn't survived,
as it had been broken down together with plastered layer except for some small fragments being
remained here and there over the walls. A badly damaged painting of the iconostas dates back
to the seventeenth century 100. On the other hand, the distinguished and refined painting of the
Palacologan artistic style coming [rom the earlier epoch has been preserved in a good state. Its
exislence makes evident that artistic innovations originated from the advanced cuitural centers
of Byzantium, despite the embarrassing political and economic situation of Georgia, seem to
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be as organic to its central region, as Lo the western and southern provinces of the country. Here
100 is obvious (o the eye a general trend of development of the Palaeologan artistic style being
introduced into the early fifteenth century Kartli through the patterns executed in different artistic
manner: the painting of the church at Nabakhtevi (the thirties of the fifieenth century) which
is characterized by vivid color, reserved emotions and sharp line drawing, should have been
influenced by the murals of the church of Savior at Tsalenjikha painted by Cyr Manuel Eugenikus,
an artist from Constantinople, whereas the figures of the monastery at Thiri (Monasleri) (the early
fifteenth century) with its sanctuary conch composition being similar to that of Dirbi, is worked
in darkened colors, heavy volumes of figures and sharp highlights system bearing the elements of
rigorous academisim of the Late Palaeologan art being echoed on its side in the conch painting
of the church at Alaverdi dated from the same time-period. This evidence once more supports
the opinion elaborated in Georgian Art History studies about that although revealed through
its varied aspects, culture all over the territory of Georgia, independently of political situation
alterations taking place from the Early Middle Ages through the classic age and more lately, the
time of political disintegration, was presented as a whole phenomenon within the framework of
the principal trend of its development.

The painting of Dirbi covering the walls of the central nave belongs to those rare number of
murals, wherein each narrative scene without exception represents a part of the Virgin’s life cycle,
together with Lord’s Festivals scenes included among them. Similar to them is the earlier Georgian
wall painting of the main church of Bertubani at David Gareja (the thirteenth century), in which
along with the Virgin’s life scenes one finds the images of virgin martyrs and also Saint Nino,
the Illuminatrix of Georgia. The painting was commissioned by Tamar, the twelfth-thirteenth
century famous woman-monarch, whose portrait together with that of her son Giorgi-Lasha is sel
in the painting system. Through it, on one hand is emphasized the idea about Georgia as to be
allotied to the Most Holy Mother of God (“Ghvtismshoblis tsilkhvedri”, which means “destined (o
Theotokos™), on the other hand, a significance of women'’s role being a constituent of the national
ideology of the twelfth-thirteenth century Georgia (2. Skhirtladze, The Apocriphal Cicle of the
Virgin’s life in the Bertubani Mural Painting, Mals»e, Thilisi, 1982, 2, p.123].

The representation of solely the Virgin's life scenes in the painting of Dirbi is to be explained
rather moreby strengthening the Virgin's cult in the Palaeologan painting of the Orthodox countries
of Byzantine area, which is demonstrated in heightened interest in the cycles depicting her life.
At the same time, although a trend of the national tradition is no more as “openly” maintained
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liere as in the painting of Bertubani, it seems to be still observable through the emphatically large-
sized representation-image of SL. George, the Patron Saint of Georgia. Besides that St. George's
figure exceeds in size all others except for the representation given in the conch of the church
dedicated to the Virgin, he is portrayed on the most illuminated and easily seen spot of the north
wall. Furthermore, we find him as slaying not a dragon, but “the unbeliever emperor Diocletian”,
an iconography of which was widespread in the tenth-eleventh century Georgian art and until the
thirteenth cenlury was very often represented mostly on Georgian chased icons and wall painting.
This iconography struck deep roots in Georgia by the time of its oppression by Byzantium. That’s
why the emperor being slain by St. George's spear is clad in Byzantine emperor’s garb. The patterns
similar to this iconography aren't known to other Orthodox countries, moreover to Byzantium.
Therefore, some rare exceptions have been interpreted by scholars through the influence of
Georgian art [K. Weitzmann, 1978, p. 58]. The mentioned iconographic variant is referred to as
“purely Georgian version” by Prof. V. Lazarev [B. H. Jlasapes, 1970, c. 79, npum. 134].

As long as toward the fourteenth century this iconography was nearly forgotten in Georgian
art as to be substituded by the version of St. George Slaying Dragon partially through the influence
of supposedly of the Palaeologan art, its emergence in the painting of Dirbi evidently is indicative
of the advancement of the national tradition in Georgia. 1t may be supposed that together with
the image of the Virgin with Child shown in conch, the portrayal of the warrior saint defeating
the enemy, since the olden times being regarded as a Patron Saint of Georgia, appears to be a
distinguished cult-object in the painting of Dirbi. We think that St. George's representation has a
meaning of an icon here. According to the ancient Orthodox tradition attested by the Tipikon text
of the twellth century monastery of Pantocrator at Constantinople, some portrayals painted on a
church wall used to be veneraled as miracle icons [Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence, History
of the Image before the Era of Art, Translated by Edmund Jephcolt (The University of Chicago
Press, 1994), p. 227-228]. St. George of Dirbi, possibly enough, might be a copy of the ancient
miracle icon which should have been placed on the wall under the instruction of a person who
had commissioned the painting.

The theological conception of the painting is glorification of the Virgin being embodied both
as a vessel of Lord's incarnation and omen of future age. The figure of the Virgin surrounded by
archangels and pictured in the conch presents a compositional center for both the half-figures
of apostles of the second register tuming towards the center, and the liturgy of holy fathers of the
third register wherein the Alelismos isn't shown independently. In the center of vaulted ceiling,
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amidst the supporting arch is pictured the Holy Mand)ylion wherezs its slopes are given (o the
figures of prophets holding  text and symbol-images alluding to the Virgin (the text written on
unfolded scroll held by Solomon reads: “Wisdom has built her house...” (the Book of Proverbs;
9:1); under it, on Daniel's scroll is: ”...until a stone...” (2.31-35), with the other hand he holds a
mountain; opposite to them in the fragments of the {igures of Prophets, David and Moses are to
be recognized).

On the vault slopes and walls of the church is shown a cycle consisting of the eleven scenes of
the Virgin's childhood and life based on the Proldevnngelium of James. It is ended with two scenes
of the Dormition of the Virgin being the most popular in the Palaeologan epoch. The scenes as
well as single representations, also some figures inside a scene are accompanied by explanatory
inscriptions. The south-west slope of the vault is painted with the composition of the Rejection of
the Offering wherein the priest both in the explanatory text and inscription is named “Zacharias”.
Ann’s offering is a rabbit, which we occur quite rarely. Although its symbolic meaning (ever-waking
soul of a faithful, the sign of the Christian’s striving after salvation through the Communion etc.)
fully corresponds with that of sacrificial animals’. The next composition of the Annunciation
of Joachim and Ann divided into two episodes and arranged on the south-west slope is given in
shortened version. The narrative is proceeded with the Nativity of the Virgin on the north-west
slope showing Ann accompanied by four maids. In the episode next to it picturing the Bathing
take part two young women. In compositional treatment of this scene the elements of somewhat
intimacy and genre painting are 1o be seen. The shapes of the young maids’ bodies dressed in
clothes resembling the Peplos of antiquity, suggest the using of Hellenistic motifs characteristic of
the early painting of the Palaeologan Age. The scene following the High Priest Blessing Mary, like
the former ones, are rendered in shortened version. The three high priests silting at the oval lable
bless infant Mary rested in Joachim’s hands like a fledgling in a nest.

The figures being revived by modeling of volumes through colorist treatment as well as
energetic, broad strokes of white heighten an emotional impact of the’painting (an artistic
expressiveness is particularly attained in the figures of Joachim and infant Mary).

The damaged composition of the Presentation of the Virgin Mary in the Temple, larger in size
than others, is placed on the upper register of the west wall, in a broad section ended with the arch.

The scene also contained the episode of feeding Mary by angel as suggested by the delineation of
the two small-sized haloes. A fragment of Zacharia's figure has survived 100. The two following
scenes supposedly picturing Zacharias in prayer and the Bethrotal and Marriage of the Virgin

176



Mary are badly damaged. From the first scene a curved back of kneeling Zacharias has survived,
whereas in the second one only the fragments of architectural coulisses are discernible. Both of
them are displayed on the second register of the north slope opposite to which were represented
the Annunciation and the Reproach of Josef. In the Annunciation the raised hand of the Virgin
and [ragments of purple thread are visible, whilst in the comparatively rare scene of the Reproach
of Josef has survived a figure of the pregnant Mary executed with profound lyricism and unveiled
naturalism.

The next scene, the most visible image of the incarnation - the Nativity of Jesus Christ is
shown on the large surface of the west wall. Despite a bad preservation, here we see the baby Jesus
laid in a stone manger, whom the Judaic and pagan symbols - ox and donkey lick. Nearby is the
episode of the angel announcing Lhe two shepherds, while on the opposite side are the full-length
figures of the three Magi adoring the Baby. A liturgical meaning of the scene of the Nativity as
1o being predictive of the future victim has been disclosed in the composition of Dirbi as well.
In hymnography and homiletic texts, the Nativity is connected with the Dormition-Assumption
of the Virgin, as long as Mary had kept both her perpetual virginity after nativity and her body
uncorrupted in the tomb (St. Cosmas of Mayuma). Like the body of the incamated Christ, the
Virgin’s body left her after three-days stay in a tomb and as the Son of God descended to the Virgin
falling asleep, so she ascended upwards to her heavenly reward (St. John the Damascene). Such
an interrelation between the Nativity and the Dormition-Assumption is featured in the murals of
Dirbi as well. Accomplishing an artistic system of the painting, these scenes are accentuated over
the lower zone of the painting in which, together with them is represented solely the icon-image
of St. George, the victorious Saint having, as noted above, especial meaning, However, although
the compositions of the Dormition and Assumption of the Virgin being positioned one above the
other seem to be unified conceptually, they are shown as two independent scenes separated from
each other by a register line. A rare composition of the Assumption of the Virgin represented in
short version deserves a special mention. Two powerful, voluminous figures of angels floating in
air touch by their hands a mandorla, within which is set a small-sized and badly damaged figure
of the Virgin. On the ground surrounded by mountains is depicted an empty sepulchre built of
stone, over which a bright red cover is placed cross-like, similar lo broken doors of hell shown in
the scene of the Descend into Limbo. Among the contemporary artworks, the representation of
the Dormition combined with the Assumption, have survived only in the Likhne and Tsalenjikha
churches” murals. A couple of its independent patterns date from the late epoch (the sixties-
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seventies of the sixteenth century main church at Gelati; the seventeenth century iconostas
painting of the Maghalaant church). However, none of them renders Lhe iconographic version as
given in the painting of Dirbi.

A highly innovative approach to the scenes of the murals of Dirbi, as well as distinguished
mastery of work demonstrating the relationship to the paintings found in the cultural centers
of Byzantium being characterized by so called Metropolitan manner of painting, speaks of the
influential and learned donor. The portrait of donor or donors, which might be represented on the
west wall or on the spots of the arches reconstructed lately, hasn’t come down to us.

According to literary sources, in the seventeenth-eighteenth century the monastery of Dirbi
was a property of Georgian monastic centers of Jerusalem - the Jvari (Georgian for “Cross”)
monastery and the Sepulchre of Christ. We haven't a direct answer to Lhe question whether Dirbi
was a domain as early as in the fourteenth century of the Jvari monastery and the Sepulchre of
Christ or not. Nevertheless, the advanced theological and artistic tendencies observable in the
murals might be interpreted in rather a logical way if we consider them to be commissioned by
the Archimandrite of the Jvari monastery at Jerusalem. At the sarne time, it becomes possible to
view from a different standpoint a rare version of the Assumption shown without the company of
the apostles as well as Thomas receiving the Virgin's Girdle, due to which the empty tomb looks
as if deliberately accentuated in this scene. Should it be an allusion to the Georgians' special
rights to the primary sacred sites of Jerusalem - the Savior and Virgin's tombs, to their success in
regaining many sanctities in the fourteenth century? According to the Latin and ancient Russian
written data recorded in 1335, 1370, 1391-s by non-Georgian pilgrims, along with the Jvari
monastery, the Georgians owned the sanctuary in the Basilica of Bethlehem; the key to the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre of the Savior, some sacred sites on several places including that of located at
the bottom of Golgotha, also the Virgin's tomb in Gethsemane [Revue de I'Orient Latin, Paris, I1I,
1895, Die Pilgerfart des Augustinermonch Jacob aus Verona. Ed. Rh. Rohricht, p. 191, 197-198,
219, 222; Ludolphus de Sudheim de itinere terre sancta, Archives de I'Orient, Paris, 1884, p.

353; Apxumanaput Jleonnn, Uepycanum, [TanectHa u AdoH o pycckum naMaTHHKaM
X1V-XVI pexon._ Utenus O6wectsa Uctopun u apesHocTeil Poccuu. «upapn- Mapm,

Ne7 (Mockaa, 1871), cc. 6-10, etc].
Despite the artistic wholeness of the painting of Dirbi attained chiefly through the manner of
painting in which bright and luxurious colors predominate, here are traceable some trends which
reveal at least four antisis’ hands differing from each other. The scenes showing the Rejection of
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Offering, Lhe Annunciation lo Joachim and Anne, the High Priests Blessing Mary and the Nativity
should have been done by “the chief artist” demonstrating the best knowledge of the epoch traits.
The soft, layered and bold manner of painting, a color palette of which consists of violet, pink,
pale blue, silvery-olive and pale ochre tints characterize his works. The architectural coulisses
are imbued with Hellenislic reminiscences. Independently or through Athos and Thessaloniki
artistic achievements, the artist reveals closeness to the early fourteenth century artistic school
of Constantinople. However, a tendency loward rendering inner uneasiness, fuss and dramatic
tension is to be observed in the treatment of clothes painted with bold and energetic brushstrokes
applied with white tints (the aged Magi from the Nativity); in nervously broken-lined draperies
(Anne and Joachim from the Annunciation of Anne and Joachim, Joachim from the High Priests
Blessing Mary); in the eyes having bluish-grayish “shine” (Anne from the Annunciation from
Anne and Joachim, a Magi from the Nativity), an effect of which is sometimes heightened through
the intensification of highlights (Joachim and infant Mary from the High Priests Blessing Mary).
Al these trails along with the “shine” in eyes seemingly being indicative of the contemnplation of
God's grace by chosen ones, is typical of the epoch - the forties-fifties of the fourteenth century,
when, in the spiritual centers of the Empire, this and other theological issues becamne the subject
of much debate initiated by St. Gregory of Palama, the Archbishop of Thessaloniki in defense
of the Hesychast monks of Athos. Nevertheless, being familiar only to them and the highest-
ranking clergy, the theological questions never had been dealt with an open discussion among the
believers. An outcome of the polemic was firmly rooted in the time of St. Gregory of Thessaloniki,
who was highly revered and respected by the conternporaries. It is noteworthy that among the
monks of Athos signing the main document of the polemic recorded in 1340-1341 “Tomus of
Mount Athos" by St. Gregory of Palama is mentioned the Prior of the Iviron Monastery, suggesting
that the ecclesiastic elite of Georgia should have been in the swim of this important historical
event Laking place in the cenler of the Eastern Christendom. This was a very theological approach,
which stipulated the mid fourteenth century spiritual life of the countries of the Byzantine area,
and the outcome of which has been clearly reflected in Lhe scenes painted by “the chief artist”.
His figures being charged with inner expressiveness and spiritual excitement, seem as if radiating
Mt. Tabor’s light.

The second painter, who is the author of the scene of the Nativity of the Virgin, is far more
conservative. These figures have neither eyes shining blue light nor clothes with frequent-lined
and geomelrically designed “broken” drapery. Lacking inner tension of dramatic spirits, his work
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most clearly shows the taste of the metropolitan artistic scheol demonstrating a definite preflerence
for a classic counterbalance and Hellenistic reminiscences. The parts of the young women'’s
bedies, their naked arms, the hairs-laid upon the shoulders, the clothes resembling the Peplos of
antiquity, a clear drawing shaping the figures in the narrative composition of this somewhat genre
painting, reveal the relationship to the early fourteenth century murals.

Asimilar treatment of the figures’ volurmes is 10 be seen in the scene of the Assumption wherein
the corporal forms are much more emphasized. The naked anns of the angels are nearly muscular.
Somewhat “realistically” is painted the cube of the open lomb set in mountainous landscape and
worked in deepened perspective, which, as known, is an artistic method quite rarely employed in
Byzantine art. However, the artisan of the Assumption diflers from that of the Nativity with more
energetic color scheme, which tends us to think that he must have been in some ways influenced
by Western European Proto-Renaissance artworks. Al any rate, both artists’ works disclose the
very artistic trend (conservative tendencies, Hellenistic reminiscences, special emphasis laid on
objects), which didn’t find [urther development afterward.

On the other side, the fourth artisan’s painting preserved in the sanctuary is characterized
by ascetically rigorous and reserved emotion while rendering the images in which one finds an
attempl of systematization of the conventional artistic methods (e.g. short and parallel strokes
of white around eyes). In his work an increased role of line is most clearly visible. Dark brown
silhouette precisely outlines figures. Beside the lines shaping volumes appear “broken” design as
well.

All these tendencies being revealed in the painting of Dirbi bear upon the traits of the transition
period, which gives us ground to suggest its dating by the forties-seventies of the fourteenth
century.

Thus, the Palaeologan artistic style emerging in Georgia by the end of the thirteenth century,
becomes widespread during the fourteenth century not in a single region of Georgia being
distinguished even by some favorable conditions, but throughout the whole territory of the country
and through highly artistic paintings of Martvili, Likhne, Ubisi, Zarzma and Dirbi, it establishes
on the Jocal grounds the aesthelic ideals and advanced artistic traits originated from the spiritual
centers of Byzantium.

Translated by Mariam Gvelesiani
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