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This book is a modest gift to a person whose personal concribution is invaluable to the recent history of Georgia.

(=} P o
For each of us, His Holiness and Beatitude, Cacholicos-Pacriarch of All Georgia, Ilia II is an example of exceptional
personal qualitics, competence, kindness, Christian love and devotion to che homeland. He has not only earned great
appreciation and respect of Georgian congregation, but also gained a reputation of a man of faith and virtue in entire

Orthodox Christendom.

Our Patriarch is deservedly called the spiritual facher of the nation. This is a sincere recognition of the people who have
been following their feader in his efforts to enhance the spirituality of the nation and to protect the country from troubles
over thirty yvears. His prayers have many times helped the nation ro avoid peril and his advice has showed a right way to
hundreds of thousands of Georgians.

The activity of His Holiness and Beatitude, Catholicos-Patriarch of All Georgia, Ilia 11 is of epoch-making importance.
Historic is his contribution to the Georgian nation. His role has been decisive in consolidating the Georgian statehood
and public spirit. Thank God that at this most decisive and challenging moment in the history of our country we have such
a spiritual leader.

Ir is with great love and respect that I would like to convey my best wishes to the Patriarch of Georgia on his 75% birth and

35" enthronement anniversaries and wish him good health, long life and vigour. May his blessing and preaching be heard

for long in Georgia.

Mikhail Saakashvili

President of Georgia
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Introduction

The Georgian Church *hasbeenat the forefrontof Georgian
art. The Georgian ecclesiastical acchitccture continues to
amaze us and the treasure it keeps is the great wealth of
Georgian national culture. The Church not only sustained
gifted architects, but also took greac interest in painting.
Some of the splendid paintings and frescos survive to the
presenc day’ - these are the words written by the Georgian
poet Shalva Amirejibi in 1913.

Written almost a century ago, it is difficult to further
extend the note. There has not been any sphere of spiritual
or material life which the Church of Christ would not
influence. And art is one of the most visible manifcstations
of its positive role. The great teachers of the Church have
not rejected anything created by humans blessed with
divine talent but rather paved a new way for old wisdom
and art. Philosophy, science, poetry, architecture, painting,
music and sculpturing served to glory the Lord and explain
His teachings. This was the case everywhere and Georgia
was no exception.

Established by the holy apostles St Andrew the First Called
and St Simon the Canaanite in the 1* century and further
solidified by St Nino in the 4" century, the Georgian
Church from beginning had a congregation, native to
the Georgian land of great history. The following words
of the David the Prophet are particularly relevanc in chis
case as in many other cases: ‘so that your youth is rencwed
like an eagle’s’ (psalm 102,5). As promised by the Saviour,
moral, mental and artistic creativity of Georgians made
free by the truth became even more vigourous. The works
of poets and musicians and certainly of artists and masters,
namely churches, paintings and sculptures, have together
with annals, vitac and hagiography reflected the Christian
spiric.

Closer look at architecture, ornamcntation, paincings,
icons, crosses and embroideries demonstrates how religion
had consolidated by the time when King Vakhtang Gorgsali
laid grounds for the independence of the Georgian
Church, how the Orcthodox faith had reigned supreme in
the 6* century despite the Persian invasion and in the 8*
century, under the strong attack of Islam, how the Church
came to be the leader of the country, beginning from the 9*

century reached full independence and in the 10* century,
well before the political unification of the country, how
it consolidated the nation. It also inspired the victorious
knights of King David and Queen Tamar and struggled to
safeguard the rightcousness, faith and even existence of the
nation in times of great trouble that lasted from the 13*
century chrough the 18,

In the 19" century the abrogation of the Georgian
statchood was followed by canonically unjustifiable
unification of the Georgian Church with Russian. The
ecclesiastical architecture and painted icons of che time
reflect, but without the former vigour, the spiric of the
Georgian clergy, less powerful but yet numerous. Wich the
passage of time, the gap formed by the absence of creative
productivity was to a certain extent filled with the cfforts
aimed at safeguarding the country’s Christian heritage.
Together with scholars, learncd monks and bishops
started tracing and publishing medieval Georgian works,
recording and performing Ggorgian hymns, collecting,
recording and publishing antiquities. It was wichin che
Church that the first national museum was founded
under the leadership of Dimistri Bakradze, who himself
was raised in a family of a priest and was a brother of an
ascetic. Among the best Georgian archacographers of
particular note are Father Polievkeos Karbelashvili, and the
Catholicos-Patriarchs of Georgia Kirion (Sadzaglishvili),
Ambrosi (Khelaia) and Kalisctrate (Tsintsadze). They did
all chis at the time when their primary goal was to protect
the rights of the Georgian Church. Their efforts were
crowned by the regaining of autocephaly in 1917 and later
by the due recognition of the Georgian Church. The lacter
was made possible much later, thanks to the Catholicos-
Patriarch of All Georgia, His Holiness and Beatitude
Hia IL.

Yet, apart from this genuinely historic contribution there
is another important reason for dedicating chis book
to His Holiness. And not only because he is one of the
chosen whose advice is followed even by non-Christians.
Thirty years ago Georgian ecclesiastical art was reckoned
only as the belonging of the past. His Holiness was the
person who firmly believed that it should and can revive.
It was well before the regaining of the independence of
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Georgia in 1991, and cven before the ‘perestroika; in the
carly 1980s that he called on Georgian artists to recover
all areas of Georgian Christian creacivity. In addition to
artists, His Holiness also invited Georgian art historians
as, unlike others, he knew that it was thanks to them that
in the period of atheism and unti-religious ideology lasting
70 ycars, the legacy of master craftsmen was physically

Architecture

The earliest ecclesiastical buildings, surviving both in
eastern and western Georgia, are dated to che period
not later than the adoption of Christianity. When this
happened in the 4" century AD, there had already been
a number of established types of ecclesiastical structures,
¢.g. a parish church, 2 martyrion and a baptistery, to serve
the needs of a variety of liturgical services. From apostolic
times, Christian liturgy has presupposed the gachering of
worshippers in a special space. Throughout the centuries,
the place of gathering was to be subdivided into rwo so that
to separately accommodate the clergy and the worshippers
and also be oriented towards the East. These standards,
as well as necessarily apsidal shape of the sanctuary were
accepted by Georgian architects who later even appeared
to precede masters of many countries in adopting the
early Christian tradition of designing rooms on each side
of the sanctuary which, from the 8 -9% century onwards,
together with the enhancement of liturgy, accommodated
a prothesis and diaconicon. The Georgians shared their
understanding of the Church symbolism with the rest
of Christendom and considered the east and the upper
sections of a church to signify heaven, while the west and
the lower sections, the earth. And the church in its entirety
was considered as an icon of the cosmos created by God.

Despite these commonalities, Georgian churches are
easily distinguishable and distinctive, which is due to the
adaptation by local masters of universal rules and concepts
according to their own taste and building skills and old
traditions. As it was the case in other countries, the advance
of Christianity in Georgia was met by the people who had
their own past and experience, and who needed to use their
own verbal and artistic vocabulary to render what had been
heralded to them. The Georgians at the time had already
had a long and rich building tradition. Millennia before
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preserved, and their importance acknowledged and
presented. It is impossible not to express gratitude to His
Holiness for making us privileged to partake in the great
deed of restoring Christian fine arts, moreover for the fact
that it is the grace of His Holiness, Catholicos-Patriarch
Ilia IT that gives to this present and future.

the Incarnation of God they had mastered carpeting,
which is attested by a complex system of beams at Trialeti
burial mounds. Since early times they have worked stone
first for consrtucting dry-masonry cyclopean fortresses
and tombs and then for building srtuctures of neatly-hewn
stones linked to each other by metal plates. At the turn
of the new millennium they began using mortar, which
was followed by the introduction of vault roofing. In the
antiquity, the Georgians started manufacturing bricks and
tiles. It was approximately at that time that the town of
Uplistsikhe was hewn in rock. Its chambers are designed
following stonc and timber houses, sometimes also referred
to as palaces. These structures also mark the end of a two-
thousand-year-old tradition of building rock-cut villages
and burial places. However, the tradition was later, in the
6™ century, revived by Georgian monks.

Medieval masons made use of theirknowledge of traditional
building practice. Most of the Georgian churches are
built of stone and lime mortar. Between the 6% and the
15" centuries dressed blocks or slabs were used to face at
least the exteriors of relatively important buildings, except
those in Kakheti. However, timber churches were also buile
from early times in eastern, southern and most notably in
western regions. For clear reasons, those few churches of
this kind that survive to our day date not earlier than from
the 19" century. Brick churches were also built sporadically
at least in the 9" century, but most of them between the
14*and 19* centuries. Roof tiles, the production of which,
like those of bricks, is related to pottery, was one of the
most widespread building materials (wooden shingle
was prevalent in western Georgia with occasional uses of
copper; beginning from the 13" century tile-like scone
slabs came in usc). From the artistic point of view, 8*-
9™ century tiles and 15" century decorative tiles, bearing



the representations of the saints and the scenese from the
Bible (Danniel in the Lion’s Den) are of note. Lapis lazuli,
purple, emerald, grass green and other colours of glazed
tiles, which were introduced in the second half of the 10™
century, must have embellished all churches of 10%-]12*
centuries as well as those built in the late Middle Ages. In
the 13* century, glazed slabs were also used for decoration
of brick churches, while in the 12%-13"-18* ccnturies a
multi-coloured mosaic floor was laid of multiple colour
bricks in the sanctuary of the 9*-10* century Church at
Ozaani, near Sighnaghi, eastern Georgia.

Apart from this vast building knowledge, the Georgians
also had strongly pronounced aesthetic aspirations.
Dwellings from the 5" millennium BC onwards show
that the Georgians preferred enclosed, round or almost
square, often elevated chambers concentrated around 2
real or perceived vertical axis. This trend appears extremely
important considering that the majority of the centres of
the Christendom, including the neighbouring Asia Minor,
made use of longitudal designs. And it is not a mere
coincidence that the great basilicas built between the 4"and
S*centuries in Rome, Jerusalem, Greece and elsewhere, are
conceived by some scholars as covered streets or roadways.

It thus appears convincing that the building of churches in
Georgia commenced in the first half of the 4™ century, after
the official adoption of Christianity in Kartli. According
to Georgian chronicles, most of the initial churches were
built by Greek masons (i.e. from the countries where Greek
was a spoken language).

The trace of Greek masons is not, at least now, visible in
eastern and southern Georgia, while several ‘imported’4™-
S century buildings have been discovered in western
Georgia, which at the time was directly subordinated ro
Rome and later to Byzancium. The examples of these are
a Roman, but later a Byzatine settlement in Bitchvinta
(Apkhazeti), then called Pitiunt and also buildings at
Nokalakevi, capital of Lazica. Whatever was the number
of such buildings, they failed to define the essence or to
influence the future of Georgian ecclesiastical architecture
and architecture in general. It is also important to note that
the use of purely and even redeveloped antique elements
was extremely rare in Georgia, and that they never created
the same artistic impression as they did in Rome, Syria-

Palestine and north Africa. More noticeable are elements
characreristic of Persian art and these too, began to be
markedly reshaped at least starting from the second half of
the 5" century.

Dating from the 4* and the first half of the 5* centuries,
the carlicst buildings, the number of which is extremely
small, are highly original. Those which resisted time
arc modest or even tiny and atypical at the same time,
which allows us to assume that their builders were not
fully familiar with the construction norms of the time.
Examples include the old church at Nckresi (Kakheti)
wich its walls open through arches towards the exterior
rather than to the sancruary. More ‘casual’ is a domed
‘square, composed of arches, standing in the yard of the
Cheremi episcopal church, over the grave of an unknown
ecclesiastical figure. These structures, however unatractive
they may scem to many of today’s visitors, reveal che
purposcful selection of forms (e.g. arch shapes) and most
importantly, the predilection for ‘non-clongated’ design,
which distinguishes Georgian churches from elongated
basilicas of the rest of the Christendom and later of the
Western countries. Such practice has its origins in ancient
building tradtion and space perception. By the end of the
5™ century, the Georgians had already constructed large
churches, such as Bolnisi Sioni, Svetitskhoveli at Meskhera,
which was built by King Vakheang Gorgasali (the large
portionsofthe original structure are inserted in the present-
day cathedral erected in the 11" century) and Karcsareri
Trinity. These churches demonstrate the way Georgian
architects adopted Hellenic and Roman basilica designs by
‘compressing’ them to meet their own and commissioners’
desires. They increased the height and reduced the length
of their buildings. The creative search for compactness and
the unity of the enclosed space is attested by a so-called
‘three-church basilica’ invented in the first half of the 6*
century, the middle nave of which, seemingly enclosed by
walls, appears to be a separate space. The emergence of this
variety of a domeless church, the designs similar to which
can be seen elsewhere but have never turned into a set type
apart from Georgia, mustbe aresponse toacertain liturgical
need. Yet, such ‘wrapping’ of function reveals creativity
and an aesthetic approach. A ‘three-church basilica’ the
examples of which emerged almost simultaneously in
eastern Georgia (both in the Kartli and Kakheti regions
- Kvemo Bolnisi, Vanati, St Nicholas’s at Kardanakhi, St
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Theodore’s churches at Ruispiri, etc) and in the north-west
regions of the country, in what is now Abkhazia (old Gagra
Church), enjoyed further devclopment in the 6™ century,
by the end of which they reccived a perfect compositional
shape (Zegani and Nekresi Kvelatsminda, Vachnadziani
Amidasturi churches, etc).

In the same period, most likely beginning from the 6*
century, domed churches became more prevalent as was
the casc in the rest of the oriental Christendom. The
earliest of them have perfectly symetrical central designs
and are four-apsed (i.c. tetraconch) or ‘croix-libre” in plan
(e.g. Dzveli Gavazi, Erelaant Sakdari, Idleti Natlismrsemeli
churches and Ninotsminda Cathedral, the lacter being
more complex).

No more satisfied with simple buildings, approximately
from the middle of the 6% century, architects showed
and made
distinction between primary and secondary sections of

predilicetion  for  multipartite  patterns
perfectly balanced inner space and of exterior volumes as
well. The Holy Cross Church at Mrskheta (586-604), one
of the masterpieces of Georgian and world architecture, is
the first building that crowned this cffort. The design of
the church features not only harmonious cohesion and
exquisite synergy of the building with the surrounding
landscape, bur also a perfect artistic solution for achieving
harmony of the interior and the fagades, which was
unknown to the architecture of many regions of the
Christendom in the previous centuries and later. The Holy
Cross Church ac Mtskhera was, in the first half of the 7*
century and maybe slightly later, used as a model for other
four churches (Dzveli Shuamta in Kakheti, Atenis Sioni in
Kartli, the Church of the Virgin in Martvili (Samegrelo)
and Chamkhusi in Tao, now in Turkey), which have been
termed by scholars as Mtskheta Holy Cross type buildings.
These churches, which are the landmarks of Georgian
architecture, demonstrate that even talented artists failed
to add much to the model composition; a principally novel
design could be established only by devising a new variety
of a domed church. This is what the brilliant architect of
Tsromi Church (first half of the 7* century) attempted.
He not only designed an exquisite building, but also
was among the first (three contemprorarous Armenian
churches offered a different artistic solution) to build a
church that would be rectangular from the outside, its
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dome would be supported by four pillars and the cross
formed by the arms would extend from the dome. This
so-called ‘inscribed-cross’ type was the most widespread
in the entire Orthodox Christendom beginning from the
9.10" century onwards. The builder of south Georgian
church at Bana (Tao, now in Turkey) tried another way
by applying experience of the builders of the Holy Cross
Church at Mruskheta and of Tsromi Church, as well as
mking into account a similar compositional treatment
typical of late Roman-early Byzantine architecture when
constructing a tetraconch with a grand ambulatory. This
and some other churches (e.g. minor church of Samesevrisi
in Kartli) show that the architects of the time did not any
more like the calmness and composure of their ancestors as
their buildings show a tint of movement and tension, the
features that defined the future of Georgian architecture.

These new creative searches coincided with unfavourable
conditions. From the middle of the 7* century the Arab
troops invaded eastern and southern regions of Georgia
bringing most of the country within the borders of the
Caliphate. The Arab influence, however, diminished in the
late 8" century with local political units starting to gain
power, and the ‘Abkhaz Kingdom), striving to break free
from Byzantium, became prominent in western Georgia.
The internal rivalry and struggle with external forces could
not have contributed to the Aourishing of architecture, but
yet, surprisingly enough, revival of Georgian ecclesiastical
architecture appeared possible in the period from the 8*
through the 10™ centuries. Extensive building activity
covered the entire country, its hillsides and vallyes, cities,
rownsand monasteries. The period was most prolificin terms
of the number of buildings. A wide variety of ecclesiastical
buildings, including domed (tetraconch, triconch, multi-
apsidal, ‘croix-libre’ and ‘inscribed-cross’) and domeless
(such as single-nave, basilicas, ‘three-church basilicas’ and
two-nave) churches were erected. Yet, domed archicecture
was the most widespread, especially from the 6™ century
onwards. The prominence of such architecture is evident
not only judging by the quantity (single-nave churches,
more appropriate and affordable for smaller congregations
were to be found in large numbers both at chat time and
later), but by their essence too. It is domed buildings chat
offered new ideas and motifs and allowed shifts in creative
approaches. The architects active at the time used different
solutions by either making the established forms more



complex or conversely, by simplifying them, obraining as a
resultunpredicted and even difficult-to-explain designs. For
instance, the merge of three-nave or ‘three-church’ basilicas
with the dome space was widely practiced (c.g. Gurjaani
and Vachnadziani churches of the Virgin (Kakheti),
Sinkoti in Klarjeti); on the other hand, in some churches
of the Ksani River and Rekhula Gorge (Shida Kartli)
the dome became hidden by outer volumes (e.g. Tsirkoli,
Armazi, Inauri); also, some of basilica naves appear to be
divided into three sections by spreading light (Zedazeni),
while others seem to be merging into a single space (Mama
Daviti Church at Akura). Also noteworthy is that some of
the regions developed styles peculiar to them only (Kardi
and Kakheti) between the 5™ to the end of the 7" centurics.
Now in larger regions and even in small gecographical units
(e.g. the Ksani Gorge and Javakheti Plateau) one can sec
coherent groups of churches characterised by local features,
which reveal the hand of local masters with common skills
and knowledge. Particularly remarkable are three ‘waves’
that can be outlined in the history of architecture of the
time, those of Kakherti, Tao-Klarjeti-Shavsheti (now in
Turkey) and norchern shores of the Black Sea (the so-
called ‘Abkhazcti school’).

All of these major and minor centres share the same artistic
aspirations and scarches, bur expressed in different modes.
Their zealous cfforts, married with intense ex-change,
introduced an important change in Georgia in the middle
of the 10" cencury - the artistic impression of dynamism in
the 8*"and 9% centuries, the period referred to as the ‘period
of trasmission’ is created by the contrast of proportions
and lighting and certain tension; also, parts and elements
of the structures, as in the 6 and 7 centuries, appear to
be independent. Later, masters wanted to present them as
merging with cach other. Another token of the changes
is the growth in number and relevance of ornaments and
sculprural embellishments. A relief or an ornamenced
frame, which carlier served to create an emphasis only,
on doors and winsows for instance, turned into either
independent clements or, became at leasc as relevant as
an opening or any other component of a building itself.
The most advanced was the architecture of south-western
Georgia (now in Turkey), the churches of the monasteries
of which (Oshki, Khakhuli and Tbeti domed churches,
Otkhta Eklesia and Parkhali Basilica), commissioned
by the powerful members of the Bagrationi royal family

best demonstrate the artistic accomplishments. However
remarkable buildings were also erected in other regions
of the country, such as Kumurdo Church in Javakheti,
Bochorma and Kvetera fortress churches in Kakheti, and
Mokvi Cathedral in Apkhazeti. Yer, it was elements and
ornaments worked out by south-Georgian artisans, which
were at the turn of the 11% century employed widely by
architects in Imercti, Apkhazedi, Kartli and even Kakheri,
where architecrural decoration had not almost been used
at all previously. This is how the unified ‘architectural
language’ was created in not yet politically buc
ccclesiastically consolidated Georgia. And as the country
became culeurally homogenous even implicicy already in
the Antiquity and then, fairly explicitly in the 5% cencury,
now it seemed uniform even to the superficial observor.

Creative cfforts were continued in the carly 11" century.
The three greatest cathedrals of Georgia, the Cathedral
of the Dormition in Kutaisi (1003, commonly called
Bagrat’s Cathedral), Svetitskhoveli Cathedral in Meskheta
(1010-1029) and St George's Church in Alaverdi (up to
1030) are from this periode. Their observation shows that
although 10* century architects did create ‘homogenous’
architecture, they were not reluctant to elaborate each and
every component and use multiple elements. In che 11*
century plans have turned more simple, with the space,
volumes and decorations merging with cach other; even
separate elements were inrcrprctcd in connection with
others. Certain patterns were developed over time, thanks
to which masters had a greater number of eleborate ready-
made designs and means act their disposal. Consequently,
there was almost nothing to look for. The culmination
of this trend was the Samrcavisi Cathedral of 1030 and
Samravro Cathedral at Meskheta dating from 1030-1060.
Since then Georgian architects had fully established church
design which served as 2 model during cencuries that came
after.

The period of the climax of the Georgian statehood,
which lasted two centuries, saw different, sometimes
brilliant variations of mostly the Samrtavro and Samtavisi
patterns. Inscribed-cross in plan, these laconic buildings
with double pillars were richly adorned with grand crosses
(beginning from the 1030s, together with a single-nave
church, this was the only type chat remained in use). The
examples of such buildings include Ikorta (1172), Betania,
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Kvatakhevi (late 12% and beginning of the 13" century)
and Pitareti (early 13® century) churches, where the
exterior decoration is matched by interior wall paintings.
This is architecture of decorative imagination. There are
only few churches the architects of which have relied
purely on architectural expressiveness, among which note
should be made of the well-known Gelati Cathedral of
the Virgin of the 12" century, Tighva Church of 1152 as
well as Timotesubani and Kintsvisi brick churces both of
which were built at the turn of the 13* century. However,
it appears evident that some architects, even some of the
great virtuosos of Queen Tamar’s epoch, found no pleasure
in repeating the established patterns. It was due to this that
the architecture sometimes lost its cxpressiveness with
the outer walls becoming ‘empty’. This became even more
evident beginning from the middle of the 13* century,
following the invasions of the Kwarazms and during the
reign of the Mongols. When observing these churches it
becomes clear that following the period of King Davit
Aghmashenebeli (David the Builder) and Queen Tamar,
masters took less and less interest in adorning buildings
and started to look for plain simplicity and placidity. At the
same time, they failed to reject the refinement of the 11*
-12* century churces, which resulted in ecclectic desings
characterised by cerrain inconsistency, even if they were
created by skilled masters (e.g. Ertatsminda Church and
Tbilisi Metekhi Church in Kartli, Sapara and Zarzma in
Samtskhe, Mghvimevi in Imereti and Bedia in Apkhazia).
Itis also to be noted chat with the passage of time, the level
of craftsmanship deteriorated. The devastating inroads
led by Tamerlane further affected Georgian architecture.
The invasions caused such level of destrcution across the
country thar it took a century to restore what had been
ruined, leaving no time for new building activity. Looking
at the buildings created in the 15 century one may be
astonished by the lack of refinement of structures and
sculptures, e.g. the parts of the Svetitskhoveli Cathedral at
Mitskheta restored in the 15% century.

The 16 century saw the revival of ecclesiastical architec-
ture. The level of craftsmanship again reached its heights
and remained so through the end of the 18* century.
Yer, certain difficulties remained. The building activity
procceded with intermissions and from one region into
another together with the establishment of peace. Thus, in
the 16* century Kakheti and Imereti came to the forefront,
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in the 17* Kartli and in the 18" Racha-Lechkhumi and
Kartl-Kakheti. Most importantly, like in the previous
centuries, arcistic unity was difficule to achieve as
individual aspirations conflicting with the established
models and the resulting incosistency are evident. Despite
this, we can still sce the efforts of stonemasons of the
time to gracefully present the House of the Lord and to
appreciate their accomplishments. It would suffice to
mention a sharp silhouette of 16™ century brick domed
Kakhetian churches and fagades patterned with crosses
and arches (Akhali Shuamta Church of the Virgin, Gremi
Church of the Archangels and others), the emergence of a
complex system of fagade reliefs in Kartli and Lechkhumi
in the late 17" and early 18" cencuries, first after the 11*
century (Ananuri Church of the Dormition, Churches of
Sts Peter and Paul in Sagarejo, the drum of Sioni Cathedral
in Tbilisi of 1701, ‘Mtskheta’ in Lechkhumi, etc) and che
solidity and careful adornment of Barakoni Church of the
Virgin built in 1753.

The potential of the architects of ‘later centuries’ may seem
more vivid where they had to build without set patterns.
Examples include bell-towers dating from the 16" through
the 18" centuries (Ninotsminda, Anchiskhati Church in
Thbilisi, Bolnisi, Urbnisi and Ruisi cachedrals, etc) - each
of them is distinctly individual, perfectly matching the
churches built over a thousand years ago, and is planned
and adorned in a variety of ways. The liberty with which
Georgian architects adopted and transformed elements
borrowed from Persian and later, in the 18* century,
from western European art attests to the their intuition
and wittedness. The political events of the 19 century
opened doors for everything that was western and if not
intrinsic readiness, this influence might have destroyed the
Georgian's spiritual identity.

However, the 19* century brought about many difficulcies
to the Georgian society in general, and architects in
particular. The year 1801 started with the unification of
Kartl-Kakheti into the Russian Empire, and ended with
the abolishment of Georgian statehood, first time in the
history of the country. In the 1810s the autocephally of
the Georgian Orthodox Church was abrogated. Under
new circumastances, public building activity went into
the hands of foreign power; the same applies mostly to
the construction of churches. On the other hand, a large



number of churches were erected, mostly on the initiative
and with the donations of Georgian congregation and
bishops (St Bishop Gabricl of Imereti was particulacly
prolific in this regard). In the first half of the 19™ century,
the attempts undertaken in the previous centuries as well
as their adaptation to new-western culture became visible,
the clear example of which is the Holy Trinity Church
in Tbhilisi inished in 1863. The situation became more
complex beginning from 1860. The village churches of
the time are mostly uniform and follow the same pattern
with a few exceptions, such as some of the churches built
by the masons from the Berekashvili family in Imereti,
western Georgia. In cities and towns where Russian troops
were deployed, ecclesiastical and secular authorities buile
the so-called ‘Russian’ and ‘Russian-Byzantine’ churches,
many of which are not the best samples of this style
which was widepsread across the Empire. The most well-
known among them was most likely the Alexander Nevsky
Cathedral in Thbilisi, also referred to as Soboro, erected
to commemorate the ‘conquest of the Caucasus, which
explains che political reason underlying such architecture,
aswell as the Church of the Virgin in Didube, also in Thbilisi.
Some of the churches built at the time were designed in
line with old Georgian churches, for instance Mamadaviti
Church on the top of Tbilisi (1859-1871). In late 19" and
early 20" centuries national-liberation movement and the
efforts to regain the independence of the Georgian Church
were complemented by the attempt to revive Georgian
architecture (or ‘Georgian style’ as they said). This trend
found expression in ecclesiastical architecture, the most
vivid example of which is notably Kvashveti Church
of St George (1910, designed by L. Bielfeld) which, as

Stone Reliefs

The historical process of shaping new art in the medieval
period evolved along different lines in each field of art. This
included sculpture, the development of which was closely
intertwined with architecture. Stone reliefs, together with
murals, aimed to visualize images of Christ, the Virgin
and saints, as well as to illustrate the main concepts of
Christianity and major events of the Holy Scriprure. The
atrainment of this objective required a a well-established
artistic system, elaborated iconography and highly
developed theological thinking as the images enlivened in

required by its donors, chief priests Markoz Tkemaladze
and Kalistrate Tsintsadze who later became Catholicos-
Patriarch of Georgia and General I. Amilakhvari), buile it
in immiraiton of Samtavisi Church. Similar would be most
probably the design of the Church of St Queen Tamar in
the district of Saburtalo, Thbilisi, the construction of which
was concceived shortly before World War 1.

During World War I and the years of independence (1918-
1921), church building was almost fully suspended, while
after 1921 under the Sovict rule even a thought would
be unimaginable. It was not until the 1980s, which were
marked by the weakening of the Soviet Union, that incense
activity to recover Georgian ecclesiastical architeccural
activity began thanks to the efforts of the Cacholicos-
Patriarch of All Georgia, His Holiness and Beatitude
Ilia II. The competition announced in 1990 to select che
best design for the Holy Trinity Cathedral, which was
conducted in two stages, was of particular importance. It
has revealed the desire of numerous architects to contribute
to the building of the cachedral as well as che difficulties
associated with the combination of the ‘traditional’ and
the ‘new’, essential for building a church. Yer, despite this
complexity and severe hardship, the Holy Trinicy Cathedral
has been accomplished and now overlooks the city from
Mouc Ellijah as a symbol of the spiritual unity of Georgia,
as His Holiness and Beatitude noted. Foundations of
many churches have been blessed and many more are being
built or planned both in Tbilisi and across the country. It
is without doubt that many more will be constructed to
contribute to the spiritual revival and enhancement of

Georgia.

stone had a special artistic and ideological importance.
Medieval sculpture is a peculiar icon of the universe
revealing the theological, philosophical and social
developments of the epoch. The processes that took place
in medieval Christian sculpture are retraceable in ocher
forms of Christian art and are marked by characteristic
features of their time. Each historical period is marked by
its own distinctive spirituality, which, like other spheres, is
clearly revealed in church relief decoration.
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Medieval sculpture is architectural in its essence as it
is bounded by buildings and rules are imposed by the
fagades and other structural parts such as lunetres, capitals,
drums, door-and-window frames and chancel barriers. The
wall surface serves as an essential artistic component of a

sculprure.

The earliest examples of medieval Georgian stonce
carvings date back to the 5* century. The oldest Georgian
architectural reliefs are preserved in Bolnisi Sioni built in
the second half of the 5* century, a period when the main
principles of church relief decoration were being formed.
Reliefs adorned mostly interiors as architects at that time
did nort see the nced to embellish the exterior walls of
churches. The Bolnisi reliefs display an advanced artistic
and symbolic thinking of that time.

In Georgia, as in other Christian countries, by the second
half of the 6" century the formation of iconographic
relief programmes was completed. This is attested by the
splendid Church of the Holy Cross in Mrskhera (Jvari),
which exposes a striking example of harmony and balance
between architectural forms and plastic decoration. Its
sophisticated plastic decoration, which perfectly fits to
architecrural forms and displays a logical artistic and
theological concept, is rightfully acknowledged as a
masterpiece of world art. It is important to note that Jvari
served as a model for a large number of churches builr later
in Georgia and Armenia.

In the 6* and 7™ centuries Georgian masters created
highly original stone crosses which had both religious and
commemorative functions. Erected ona stepped base, these
high four-sided pillars topped with a cross were covered
with carved ‘icons visualizing the Holy Scripture. Stone
crosses, symbols of Christianization of the country, were
commissioned by high-ranked feudal lords and served as
an assertion of their social status and devotion (Khandisi,
Davati, Dmanisi and Satskhenisi stone pillars among
others).

In expressive carved stone images of this period, one could
find a revival of local tradition. These fat, static, hieratic
representations of carly Christian stone pillars demonstrate
a sculprural rendering different from Hellenistic-Roman
artistic forms. This was the most remarkable period in the
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history of sculpture (5% - 7" century), when the new art of
carving with particular expressiveness, was being created.
This was a new form of medieval thinking and a new way
of mastering space and volume.

Early Georgian reliefs can be retraced through the
technical and artistic methods of woodcarving, as well
as through ancient symbolic representations. They also
display clements and motifs typical of ivory relief and
metalwork. Portable objects, namely reliquaries, crosses
and icons, liturgical fans, censers, and other liturgical
implements and eulogia or “blessings” brought from the
Holy Land and Byzantium, served as models and a lively

source of inspiration for local sculptors.

The 8" and the 9™ cenruries are considered to be a
‘transitional’ period in Georgian art. From this time of
artistic pursuit and innovative solutions we have only
a small number of surviving reliefs. Preserved works of
this period are distinguished by conventional plastic
rendering. Flattened, disproportional figures of this epoch
tend to schematization and expressiveness (i.e. the relicfs
at Telovani and Tsirkoli churches of the 8- 9% century,
Usaneti stone pillar of the 9 century and a relief of Ashot
Kuropolates from Opiza of the 9% century).

From the 10" century, the revival of fagade reliefs began.
Sculprural representations became liberated from a stone
block and acquired three-dimensionality, though there
was still much to be done towards the atrainment of free
sculprural rendering (Ashot Kukl's relief from Tberti of the
920s and a relicf slab from Sukhumi of the 10" century).
Successful examples of the incorporation of sculprures
into architecture include the relief decoration of Kumurdo
Church (964), and the reliefs of Vale and Korogho churches
(10" century).

In the second half of the 10® century, the main principles
of fagade sculpture were formulated, which is evident from
the churches and monasteries in Tao-Klarjeti. Oshki and
Khakhuli church relicfs arc stunning examples of their
time. The sculptural composition of the Deisis on the
south fagade of Oshki Church with the figures of donors
is 2 unique composition of exceptional artistic power. This
monumental relief displays the sculptural achievemencts
of the epoch, the high mastery and artistic freedom of
Georgian artists.



In the 11" century, the “classical” form of Georgian church
fagade dccoration was shaped. By this time, Gceorgian
architects and sculprors had elaborated a clear system of
architectural decorarion with a well-articulated layout of
carved decorative clements, both figurative and ornamental.
The compositional structure of Georgian church relicfs
from this period is based on architectural concepr and well
thought-out principles. Reliefs closely atrached to wall
surfaces correspond to architectural forms, stressing their
solidity and strengch. Fagade sculptures accentuating the
main construction clements of church buildings together
with stone walls create one whole harmonized unity.

Nikortsminda Cathedral (1014) is an outstanding example
of an indivisible decorative system, in which cach pare of
the scructure is embellished with a programme specially
devised for it. At Nikortsminda we sce an claborated relief

ensemble, cach component of which serves to convey the

idea of the Glory of Chrise.

The magnificent Svetitskhoveli Cathedral (1010-1029)
presents a splendid ensemble of architectural relicf. The
fagades are remarkable for a rchned and conceptually
unified system of figural and ornamental reliefs. Sameavisi
Church (1030) is a classic example of sculptural rendering
of the castern fagade.

11™ cencury Georgian reliefs are distinguished by cheir
sophisticated plasticity and high artistic quality. It was at
that time thac sculpeural form achieved its highest level
of development. This refers not only to monumental

Wall Paintings

Painting is an important field of Christian art. Mosaics
and frescoes, glimmering from the walls of churches, as
well as icons rested on chancel barriers, and miniatures
adorning holy scriptures make up the great spiritual unicy

represented by the Christian Church and licurgy.

The origins of Christian art in Georgia take roots in the
4% cencury when Christianity was promulgated as a
state religion. Although theological literature, as well as
iconography of images and toa certain degree, artistic forms
were influenced by the works imported from Byzantium

sculpruring, but to small architectural forms, such as
chancel barrier reliefs (chancel barriers at Sapara and Shio-
Mghvime of the 11* century). The same process is evolved
in Georgian repoussé works of the time.

From the 12* century onwards, figural relief was replaced
by purcly ornamental relicf as was tradicion at the time.
Figural relicfs thus became part of ornamental adornment.
Pitarcti (1213-1222) and St Saba’s at Sapara (late 13*
century) are examples of such an approach.

The adversities of the successive centuries hindered the
development ofarchitecture and relicfart correspondingly.
It was not until the 17" century that fagade relicf began
to revive slowly. The process was marked by a tendency
towards a return to the past, including old Christian
symbols and ornamental pacterns surviving in people’s
memories. Sculpture of this period has an eclectic
character. However, we still have some splendid ensembles
from that time, such as the late-17"-century Church of the

Dormition at Ananuri.

The medieval art of Georgian stone carving continues to
exist on the fagades and in the interiors of new churches.
The works of contemporary Georgian sculptors, which
display familiarity wich old artistic and technical eraditions,
have become more refined. The revival and enhancement of
this branch of Georgian Christian arr is a creative process
continued by new generations of sculptors.

and the Holy Land, Georgian Christian art evolved in
parallel with the arts of these centres forming a distinctive
and authentic style of its own based on its ancient local
traditions.

Thus, for instance, in addition to the traditional Christian
themes, Georgian artists succeeded in developing an
iconography of national saints, including St Nino the
[lluminator of Georgia, St Davit Garejeli and St Shio
Mghvimeli. This attests to the creativity of Georgian
theologians and artists in elaborating Christian icono-
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graphy. The painting programmes of Georgian churches
reveal the influence of the Georgian theological thinking.
For instance, we can sce far more instances of depicting
the Glory of the Cross in the domes and the Deisis in the
conches of the sanctuaries of Georgian churches than in
Byzantine painting.

The peculiarities of Georgian Christian art also defined
its artistic forms, including compositional arrangement,
character of lines and colour gamut. Being an inherent
part of Orthodox art, it still varies from Byzantine arc
proper, as well as from Serbian-Macedonian, Cypriot and
Cappadocian painting traditions.

A number of stylistic tendencies, which can be clearly
singled out in the history of Georgian Christian art, do not
coincide in time with the Byzantine trends. In addition to
this, several distinctive painting schools emerged within
the Georgian painting milieu, including Svanetian, Tao-
Klarjetian, Davit Garejian, etc. Most of the surviving
paintings in all of these centres are executed in secco or
mixed technique.

It is natural that only a small part of the paintings
survive to the present day, and there are a few fragments
of monumental paintings from the carly Christian age,
¢.g. floor mosaics at Bichvinta basilica (Abkhazeri) with
sharply pronounced Christian symbolism (4™-5* century)
and stunning mosaics adorning the conch of the sancruary
of Tsromi Church in Kartli (early 7** century).

The number of the wall paintings created in the 9" and
10* cencuries is also modest, and those which survive are
in fragments. At that stage of development, Georgian
painting was characterised by conventional forms, i..
pronounced flatness, conventionality and distortion of
forms and proportions, priority of a non-plastic, angular
line, sharply contrasting colour gamu, and a full disregard
for pictorial modelling.

Apart from being characterised by epochal features, the
paintings in the chancel barrier of Armazi Church, the
frescoes in Jvarpatiosani Church at Telovani and the
murals in Upper Svaneti (Nesguni, Atsi and Chvabiani
among others), all which date from this period, vividly
display local traditions.
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Of the murals from this period particular note must
be made of the paintings at Davit Gareja rock-hewn
monasteries. The carliest of these are tentatively dated to
the 8" century. One of the most extraordinary painting,
which covers the conch of the sanctuary of a church in
Tetri Udabno Monastery, depicts a cross flanked by palm
trees imbued with oval, seven-layer glory.

More extensive and complex programmes can be found
at four churches of the Saberecbi monastery, also in Davit
Gareja, which are notable for their unique iconography
and individual artistic rendering. The paintings in one
of the churches reminds of cloisonné enamel chanks to
extreme lincarity and lavish use of turquoise paint of
strange texture. Here we sce the earliest images of the
Virgin Eleusa in Georgian art.

Painting programmes of Davit Gareja are dominated by
the representations of the Glory and Vision of Christ
in the conch, while the 9*-10™ century conch of a small
domed church of the Dodos Rka complex offers an original
representation of the Holy Trinity. As compared to the
coarse, lincar expressiveness of the Sabereebi paintings,
the murals at Dodos Rka arc executed in a more refined
manner.

Until the middle of the 10* century, the interior would not
be entirely covered with paintings. Only those parts, which
had a particular theological importance, such as a dome, a
sanctuary, and rarely a wall opposite the entrance, would
be adorned with frescoes. Beginning from the latter half
of the 10 century, murals took up the entire inner space,
as a result of which the painting programme became more
complex and extensive. If earlier the images of the main
Christian dogmas were presented (e.g. the Glory of Christ,
the Ascension, the Glory of the Virgin, the Ascension of
the Cross, individual figures of the apostles and saints),
from the 10" century a wide range of scenes began to be
depicted on the walls, chiefly from the New Testament
and more rarely from the Old Testament. Scenes from
the lives of saints, especially of St George, who was very
popular in Georgia, were also presented. Each picture was
accompanied with explanatory inscriptions in asomtavruli
(majuscule) scripr, though Greek inscriptions of the period
are also in evidence.



The period berween the 11* chrough the 13% centuries
was the heyday of Georgian culture. A multitude of
diverse samples of murals, painted icons and illuminared
manuscripts point to the ralent and vast knowledge of
Georgian masters. At the same time, they attest to the deep
spirituality, faith and advanced theological thinking in
Georgia, a country where Christian religion and national
self-identity have been closely interrwined.

The paintings adorning the main church and the refectory
of the Davit Gareja monasteries, distinguished by screne
monumentality of their large figures, regularity and
balance of compositions, calm rhythmical sequence of
bright colours and above all, the large number of images of
and scenes from the life of St Davit Garejeli, date from the
early 11* century.

The second halfofthe 10™ century and the 11" century saw
the emergence of Tao-Klarjeti (now in Turkey) painting
school. The great cathedrals and monastic churches there
were embellished with magnificent, truly ‘royal’ murals:
OtkhtaEklesia (10" century), Khakhuli (eacly 1 1" century),
Ishkhani (11%-12* century) and Oshki (10*-11™ century)
ensemble feature magnificent paintings characterised by
monumentality and grandeur of general layout, skillful
artistic treatment, exclusive iconographic programmces
(e.g. the Vision of Zachariah at Ishkhani), refined linearity,
rich colour gamut and spirituality of faces. The Ascension
of the Cross depicted against the lapis lazuli background in
the dome is a masterpiece of Orthodox art.

Among numerous Georgian murals of the 11%-12®
centuries, those covering the walls of Atenis Sioni
(Kartli), dating from the latter half of the 11" century,
are of particular mention. Apart from presenting a highly
original iconographic programme (personifications of
Paradise rivers in the squinches, the extended life cycle
of the Virgin, the Last Judgement, and a large row of the
portraits of the royal Bagrationi family), they exhibic
arcistic pcrfection and expressiveness. The entire painting
recalls a superb polyphonic hymn.

Monumental and tectonic treatment is also evident in
the painting ensemble to be found in the Church of
the Archangels at Zemo Krikhi, which included highly
expressive portraits of Racha eristavis (rulers). The pain-

tings display another trend in Georgian painting,
characterised by lincar and two-dimensional rendering, as
well as more conventional approach and more restrained
colouring of carth paints used. Regrettably, chese paintings
were mostly destroyed as a resule of an carthquake in

1991.

In the beginning of the 12* century, the conch of the
sanctuary in the main church of Gelati Monastery,
established by King Davit Aghmashencebeli (David che
Builder), was adorned with mosaics depicting the Glory of
Virgin, which can be frecly levelled with the best examples
of mosaic painting of their time. They must have been
exccuted by a Georgian master educated in Byzantium.
Of note are also the images of Seven Ecumenical Councils
shown in the narthex, which are one of the earliest samples

of wall paintings showing this theme.

Upper Svancti also preserves some important paintings
from this period marked by the revival of Georgian arc.
Executed by an artist of the royal court, Tevdore, the murals
at Iprari (1069), Nakipari (1130) and Lagurka (lace 11*
and early 12" century) are distinguished by a high artistic
quality and extraordinary expressiveness, and also notable
for the face that have preserved the name of the master,
which is quite rare in medieval art. The paintings made
by Tevdore are characterised by strong monumentality,
expressiveness of images, and dynamic and sculptural,
almost incised drawing, as well as a restrained colouring
mostly using earth paints.

Svaneti preserves the name of another artist, Michael
Maghlakeli, who in 1140 is said to have painted
Macskhvarishi Church in the Latali community. These
murals appear to be more ‘provincial’ They are based on
a somewhar coarse drawing and reveal simpler and less
plastic modelling. In addition to the traditional row of
the Greart Feasts, they depict, on the north wall, a unique
representation of the crowning of King Demetre 1.

Brilliant paintings adorning the six-apsed church of
Bochorma castle, containing the portrait of Davit
Aghmashenebeli, as well as those at Ikvi church, featuring
an extensive cycle of the life of St George, belong to the
middle of the 12* century. Pavnisi and Kalaubani church
paintings of the second half of the 12* century also include
the life cycle of St George.
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Among the murals of the late 12* and carly 13* centurics,
the most notable are painting ensembles associated with
Queen Tamar, such as those found in the rock-cut churches
at Vardzia, Natlismtsemeli and Bertubani in Gareja, as
well as in the built churches of Kintsvisi, Betania and
Timotesubani, which, with the exception of Timotesubani,
contain the dynastic portraits of King Giorgi 111, Queen
Tamar and her son, Lasha Giorgi. They are emphasised
through a specific compositional rendering, as well as
location and dimensions.

The paintings from Queen Tamar's epoch have many
commonaliries, including a refined drawing, sinuous
curves, a subtle modelling of forms, and lightness and
extraordinary brilliance of cold and luminous colours. At
the same time, each mural is a unique work characterised
by highly individual iconographic programme and artistic
treatment, and colourity in particular. Hence, for instance,
the paintings in St Nicholas Church at Kintsvisi feature
the combination of the lapis lazuli, coral green and white
colours, enriched with cinnabar and gold hues differing a
lot form the colouring of other paintings. Distinguished by
a highly refined rendering and deep spirituality, a fragment
of the Kintsvisi paintings which shows the Archangel
seated on the Tomb, is conceived as a symbol of medieval
Georgian art.

The wall paintings of the second half of the 13* century
continue the artistic tradition of the turn of the 13*
century on one hand (e.g. murals in the Church of the
Annunciation at Udabno Monastery, where King Demetre
I was depicted after his martyrdom) and adopred traits of
contemporary Byzantine art on the other (e.g. the murals
in the Church of St George and a chapel of the main church
of Gelati).

In the 14" century Georgian painting became largely
influenced by the so-called ‘Palacologan style, which
emerged and spread in Byzantium. The new wave
overshadowed local artistic traditions which made Geor-
gian art distinctive ar the previous stages of its develop-
ment. Despite the strong influence, national artistic iden-
tity was not entirely fost, which is attested by 14* and 15*
century important painting ensembles at Ubisa, Sapara,
Zarzma, Likhne, Nabakhtevi and Sori among others.
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In the late Middle Ages, spanning the period from the 16*
through the 18" centuries, which saw the disintegration of
Georgia into several kingdoms and principalities, churches
continued to be adorned with paintings, but the lacter
lack the artistic qualities of the murals made from the 10*
through the 13 century. However, these paintings reflect
the spiritual life in Georgia at the time.

Apart from crecating new works, the period saw the
restoration of old churches and of frescoes adorning
them respectively, and even covering the walls with new
paintings. For instance, the Gelati Cathedral was many
times renewed and covered with paintings, a church of the
Holy Cross Monastery in Jerusalem, which among other
remnants of old murals preserve the well-known portrait
of the prominent 12* century Georgian poet Shota
Rustaveli, was repainted several times in the 14*, 16" and
17" centuries.

Georgians showed active presence on Mount Athos in
Iviron Monastery and other religious centres, which served
as bridge to the rest of the Christendom for Georgia,
a country encircled by Muslim powers. The influence
of the artistic traditions of Mount Athos is evident in
the paintings made in the 16* and 17* centuries in the
Kingdom of Kakheti (Alvani, Akhali Shuamta, Nekresi

and Gremi painting ensembles among others).

In the latc Middle Ages compositions of iconographic
programmes becamc more complex as they acquired
new scenes and more notably, new symbolic images. The
depiction of the Heavenly Liturgy in the dome and the
sanctuary of the main church at Gelati (1617 centuries)
is noteworthy in this regard. Also to be noted is the
increased interest in national history, which is exemplified
by the scenes from the conversion of Kartli included in the
paintings covering the ‘Holy Pillar’ of the Svetitskhoveli
Cathedral. These murals date from the 17 century.

Part of the paintings were made in the so-called ‘post-
Byzantine’ style, which was a certain continuation of the
Palacologan style and is ‘classicistic’ in nature. Despite
high level of professionalism thar these murals reveal, they
lack expressiveness and are creativeness.



Different from these paintings isa group of murals execured
in the so-called ‘folk’ style by less skilled provincial masters.
What makes them attractive is their naivety as well as the
use of bright and joyful colours, lavish ornamentation and
expressive deformations. Most of the works in folk style
created in eastern and more notably in western Georgia
are from the 16th century, e.g. the paintings at Chala,
Koreti, Bugeuli, Kalauri, Erelaant Sakdari, Ilemi and other
churches. The samples of this style survive in centres as
important as Gelati Monastery.

As in the advanced Middle Ages, in the late feudal period
portraits of donors, including kings, major feudal lordsand
ecclesiastical figures who contributed towards construction
and the painting of churches, making icons and producing
and illuminating manuscripts, were widely represented.
The number of secular persons depicted in the late feudal
paintings markedly grew in number.

By the 19* century, medicval Georgian painting almost
ceased to exist, though the force of the tradition wasstill fele
up to the middle of the century. Beginning from the 18th
century book illumination and icon-painting fell under
strong European and Russian influence. Over time, this
influence too redeveloped under the impact of medieval
arcistic tradition to assume an original flavour. Among the
most notable examples of this trend are the paintings in
Bodbe Church which, made in 1823, include an extensive
cycle of the life of St Nino. Murals of similar nature can be
found in a small Church of St Nino at Samravro, Mukhrani

Church and others.

In 1850, the renowned Russian artist Grigori Gagarin
painted the interior walls of Sioni Cathedral in Thbilisi.
Despite his endeavor to study old works of Georgian art
and an attempt to follow local traditions, his paintings still
remained within the ‘academic’ limits. Apart from thar,
they served as a model for Georgian and non-Georgian
masters who worked in Georgia for the years to come (e.g.
Davit Gegelidze, painter of the murals in the churches of St
George and the Dormirtion, and an icon-painter). Differing
from this trend of paintings are the murals in the Church
of St Nicholas in Thbilisi, executed by Niko Zazashvili,
which are inspired by Georgian folk art.

The late 19" century was marked by an growing tendency
of representing Georgian saints, which followed the
illuseration of the of Sakartvelos Samotkhe (Georgian
Paradise) by Mikhail-Gobron Sabinin, which included
almost all martyrs and saints canonized by the Georgian
Church. The walls of some churches are entircly taken up
by Georgian saints, among which note must be made of
Mamadaviti Church in Thbilisi.

The beginning of the 20 century broughcabout the revival
of arts in general and of ecclesiastical arc in particular.
Various efforts in this regard included the creacion of cwo
multi-partite icon for the Ghvtacba Church in Gelati by
Valerian Sidamon-Eristavi and cthe painting of the chancel
barrier of a chapel in Chiatura by Dimitri Shevardnadze,
though the murals made by the latcer artist do not survive.
These efforts were terminated with the establishment of che
atheist Soviet state, owing to which nothing could be done
within the next seventy years. The only exception was the
adorning of the walls of the Kvashveti Church of St George
in Tbilisi by Lado Gudiashvili on the initiative of the
Catholicos-Patriarch of Georgia Kalistrate (Tsintsadze).
The artist, however, was not allowed to finish the work.

After almost a two-century break, in the last quarter of the
20* century, began the revival or the ‘rebirth’ of Georgian
ecclesiastical art, which was made possible thanks ro
the efforts of His Holiness and Beatitude, Catholicos-
Patriarch of Georgia and Archbishop of Mtskheta-Thbilisi,
Hlia [, who is an artist and an icon-painter himself. [c was
with his blessing that the building and painting of new
churches and the creation of various liturgical objects
were initiated. A multitcude of new churches have been
adorned with paintings. It is of particular mention that
His Holiness started this activity back in the Soviet period,
when the Georgian Church had very limited possibilities
and resources.

Frescoes and icons are now mostly created in imitation of
old samples, which is understandable, as tradition needs
to be restored in order to be further enhanced. Gradually
our epoch too will produce its own artistic vocabulary
for rendering Christian cthemes and will imitate not just
external forms subject to change, but spirituality and faich,
which made che old works so distinguished.
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Icon Painting

Georgian icon painting, an integral part of medieval
Christian culture, counts back many centuries. The art of
icon painting, like other branches of Christian art, found
fertile soil in Georgia. According to church tradition the
veneration of holy images in Georgia goes back to apostolic
times and is closely linked to St. Andrew.

Icon painting is an embodiment of many aspects of
Christian spirituality and is based on the incarnation of
the Logos, the second member of the Trinity. The canonic
art of icon painting, deriving from the Holy Scriprure, can
be traced back into the decrees of ecclesiastical councils
and works by the church fathers. The tradition of creating
of holy images goes back to the earthly life of the Savior
and is linked to the miraculously created image of Christ
- Holy Face, or the Mandylion.

The ancient tradition of translating of the mandylion and
keramion to Georgia and developed cult of the miracle-
working icon of Anchiskhati testifies to the long-standing
history of icon veneration in the country. As it is known,
the Icon of the Holy Face of Edessa, or the Mandylion,
miraculously created by Christ, is a cornerstone of
veneration of holy images. In this regard, it is important
that the carliest surviving icon in Georgia is a 6% - 7"
century icon from Ancha, or Anchiskhati. This centuries-
old relic, which is an embodiment of the Christian dogma
of Incarnation belongs to the Syrian artistic circle and is
associated with Syrian fathers, who came to Georgia in the
6™ century.

In the Orthodox Christian world icons are essential part of
a spiritual, public and private life. The theological essence,
as well as the artistic and aesthetic language of icon
painting went though a long process of transformation
throughout the centuries. Painted icons in their forms,
themes, iconography and style illustrate theological and
symbolic systems of Orthodox teaching. Icons are widely
incorporated in the liturgy as they are conceived as a
visualization of the Holy Scripeure.

The perfection of standards of artistic rendering aiming to

reflect as fully as possible the essence of Christian faith on
a limited surface of an icon continued for centuries. Icons
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appear to best convey the Orthodox aesthetics and its
symbolic thinking. In each period each country made its
own impact in the establishment of deeply spiritual art of
icon painting, thus enriching and enhancing it. Medieval
Georgia, together with other Orthodox countries, lef
its own trace in the history of icon painting. The icons
surviving to the present day make only a small part of the
holy images created in or imported from other countries
into Georgia throughout the centuries.

The forms, themes and artistic systems of painted icons
display typical features of spiritual developments of their
times. The study of some most vencrated icons or groups
of icons casts light upon not only their history, but also on
different periods of cultural and social life of the country.
It is suffice to mention Anchiskhati, Khakhuli, icon of
the Virgin of the Iviron Monastery on Mount Athos, or
Porraitisa, which were intertwined with the life of the
country. These holy images shared the fate of Georgia and
reflect history and main events of various historical epochs.
Of special note are the Georgian icons from the Monastery
of St Catherine on Mount Sinai, which attest not only
activity of Georgians at the monastery, but also inform
us on less known facts from the history of the monastery.
Apart from that, these unique icons add to our knowledge
of icon painting related macters, such as the identity of the
icon painter and the role of a donor in creating the icon.

Georgia preserves about two hundred painted icons,
most of which are kept in the Museum of History and
Ethnography of Svaneti, Georgian State Museum and in
local churches. Some of the significant ones are housed in
Lower Svaneti and in the Georgian National Museum Sh,
Amiranashvili Museum of Fine Arts. The most important
collection of Georgian painted icons preserved abroad isin
St Cathedrine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai. The preserved
painted icons and related written sources indicate how
the veneration of holy images was incorporated into the
spiritual lifc of the country, and how it was linked with
the prevailing artistic, religious, hiscorical and political
tendencics.

The aforementioned 6*- 7% century Anchiskhati icon is the
only early Christian painted icon that came down to our



days. This miracle-working icon, together with the recently
discovered 10 century manuscript relating the Icon of the
Holy Face to the Syrian Fathers, namely with the disciples of
St loane Zedazneli (John of Zedazeni), Ezderioz of Nabuk
and Teodosios of Urhai, allows us to assume that icons in
Georgia, possibly imported from Syria, existed as early
as in the 6™ century. Other hagiographic works provide
further evidence on the veneration of icons in the early
medieval period. The Life of Grigol Khandzteli (Gregory
of Khandzta) (759-861) in addition to giving an account of
the pilgrimage to the holy sites in Constantinople says that
together with numerous eulogics Grigol brought icons to
Georgia. Thus it could be assumed thac during this period
the veneration of icons was already established tradition.

During the 9™ and 10" centuries it could be retraced
increasing popularity of icon veneration. It was within this
period that the earliest parts of the renowned Tsilkani Icon
of the Virgin and Child and the Icon of the Enthroned
Virgin and Child with St Barbara in were created. The
importance of the veneration of the icon in the 10® century
is also attested by the Nomocanon compiled by Epvtime
Aroneli (Euthimius the Athonite). This canonical work
brings together Orchodox teachings on the veneration of
icons, which, in turn, are based on the works of Church
Fathers and the decrees of the so called Fifth-Sixth and

Seventh Ecumenical Councils.

Beginning from the 11™century onwards, icon painting, as
well as other forms of Georgian art, fell under Byzantine
influence. Yer, the pro-Byzantine oricntation of the church
art did not involve exact repetition of its visual formulae
and stylistic features. Carrying deep spiritual and dogmaric
meaning and characteised by high artistic qualicies, the
Georgian painted icons of this period are ranked among
the best pieces of Orthodox art. They manifest the political
power of the country and its increased internarional
prestige (e.g. the icons of the Virgin from Ushguli, the
Council of the Archangels, from Pkhotreri, the icon of the
Forty Martyrs of Sabastia, the icon of the Deposition and
the Entombment, the icons of the Raising of Lazarus and
the Ascension).
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In the 11" and 12" cencuries icon painting in Georgia
followed the trends of the time, which found representation
in the strongly concentrated spiritual vigour emanating
from the theological origins of the artistic images, the forms
of veneration of the holy faces and the artistic, technical
and stylistic means of rendering. The icons created at
that time are imbued with spirituality. Each means of
artistic rendering serves the common goal, which is a full
demonstration of Christian doctrines and cheir explication

through artistic devices.

The largest number of icons survived from the 13* century.
The intensification of production of the painted icons in
Georgia during this period cchoed the growing role of
the devotional images in the religious life encountered
the Orthodox world Church, and ac the same time che
increased number of icons from this time can be explained
by local reasons. Weakened by Mongol invasions, the
Georgian state failed to secure conditions favorable
for creating monumental murals and religious painting
therefore had to become limited to intensive icon painting,
which required less resources.

Among preserved Georgian icons could be singled out
the following types of icons: icons decorating altar screens
— epistyle and intercolumnial icons, processional icons,
portable altars — triptychs, icon-reliquaries, ex-voto icons
and small icons for private devotion. Various forms of
Georgian icons reveal general norms of the Orthodox art
and essential stages of its evolution, ar the same time they
represent local traditions deeply rooted into the spirituality
of the Narion.

Reflecting the leading arristic and spiritual trends of their
time are the 14% century icons from Ubisa, the three icons
of Deisis from the Church of the Archangels at Pkhotreri,
the triptych with the inserted central image of the Virgin
Hodegetria kept in Mestia Museum, the triptych showing
the Deposition from Ushguli, the icon of St John cthe
Baptist surviving in the Church of St George ac Lakhusti
and the triptych of the Virgin among others.

Icon painting of the 17* and 18" centuries represents a
heterogencous picture. Although the painted devotional
images from this time carry signs of various painting
schools and influences, the common trend unifying these



works is still visible - all the icons from this time lack the
artistic perfection and spirituality which distinguished the
works created in the carlier period. In the 19* century the
national artistic tradition was fully replaced by Russian
icon-painting standards.

Thanks to the efforts of His Holiness and Beatitude,
Catholicos-Patriarch of Georgia, Ilia II, icon painting has

Repoussé Are

Medieval Georgian goldsmith work essentially comprises
liturgical icons, crosses, rhypidions and altar chalices. In
addition to having a functional use, these gold and silver
items arc of high artistic merit. Many of these objects,
the number of which exceeds rwo thousand and five
hundred, can freely compere with the world masterpieces
of repoussé art. Yet, what is even more important is that
these works allow us to reconstruct the thousand year old
history ofrcpoussé arrin Georgia taking its roots in the 8"
- 9" century. Sharply pronounced individuality is another
feature that makes them valuable.

The 10*and 11%centuries, which were the most distinctive
and creative period in the history of medieval Georgian
goldsmith art, saw the introduction of new artistic and
iconogrnphic solutions. It was the time when Georgia,
politically and economically empowered, was enjoying a
strong economic flourishing. The greatest achievements
and accomplishments of Georgian goldsmith art are
related to this epoch.

The principal artistic task which 10™-11% century
goldsmiths had to tackle was sculptural rendering of
representations. This task wasachieved in relief sculpturing.
The first in this process was a processional cross from
Ishkhani dating from 973, the face side of which has the
only figure of Christ Crucified - a well-defined unified
volume without anatomical details of the body. This was
the first step towards sculprural rendering (the so-called
‘sculptural Archaic’). Before the Ishkhani cross, only a few
objects of the 8 and 9% centuries survive, among which
the icon of the Transfiguration from Zarzma, dating from
886, is of particular note. The figures, slightly embossed
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in recent decades gained an important role in the revival of
the religious life in the country. Georgian icon painters are
continuing the centuries-old tradition. The contemporary
art of icon painting reveals interesting attempts of
redeveloping national and common Orthodox artistic
and cultural legacy. Today, as well as throughout many
centuries, Christian culture is associated by Georgians
with the national self-identity.

figures are not volumetric, but rather rendered through a
graphical drawing.

The Ishkhani cross is followed by repoussé works created
at the end of the 10" and beginning of the 11* centuries.
This fairly large group has objects which reveal progress
in terms of sculptural modelling. It also contains many
highly valuable goldsmith works, such as five plaques of
Sagholasheni featuring the Great Feasts, which once must
have been part of a larger chased object. Of note are also
icons of saints from Zarzma and Shemokmedi, a gold
chalice from Bedia, processional crosses from Brili, etc.

Later on, Georgian relief sculpture evolved even more
progressively. The rich and diverse material from the first
half of the 11* century, a group of objects ranging in time,
vividly demonstrate the gradual refinement of this branch
of sculprure in Georgia, and the way Georgian goldsmiths
managed to masterfully present intricate, multi-figured
scenes as well as separate figures presented as icons. Examp-
les include the icons of the Virgin from Tsageri, Labechini
and Zarzma, and the icons of the Saviour from Ieli and
Lanchvani, a tondo from Gelati bearing the image of St
Mamas, the icon of St Symeon the Stylite from Laghami,
numerous icons featuring St George (in different versions)
from various regions of Georgia, a pre-altar cross adorned
with the cycle of life of St George from Mestia. All these
works, as well as many others from the same period, are
brilliant samples of relief sculpture: accurate proportions
of fgures, natural postures and gestures, distinctly
modeled, flexible forms, well fitting garments, and neatly
modelled facial features are particularly noteworchy. Four
plaques with the representations of Holy Bishops from



Shemokmedi, dating from 1040, and the fgure of the
Saviour on the processional cross from Martvili were the
threshold, which was to be followed by rounder forms
so unacceptable to the Orthodox community due to its
macerial nature.

In addition to the strive towards sculptural rendering,
a 10™-11* century goldsmich artisc also rackled another
important objective, which was the decoration and
ornamentation of the work and adding cxtra embellish-
ment to it. The goldsmith artwork of this time is notable
in this respect too. Apart from being remarkable for their
extraordinary versatility, as well as creative imagination and
force of inventiveness of their masters, and a high artistic
and technical quality, ornamental motifs in some cases
offer the only evidence for dating the objects of goldsmith
art and for identifying goldsmiths’ workshops.

Sculpruring having gone through the path of perfection
towards plasticity, Georgian goldsmith artists diverted
their  interest to  decoration and ornamentation.
Beginning from the 12* century and through the end
of the feudal period, multitude of repoussé works were
created in Georgia. Some of them are sculprurally more
or less claborate, but the major effect is still produced by
dccorative and ornamental adornment. The well-known
Khakhuli triptych does not bear a sculptural figure ac
all. The vast surface is rather filled with enamel images,
precious stones and elaborate ornament. The advance of
the trend of decorative rendering and the increased role of
ornament appears cven more apparent on compositions of
chased figures. The ornamented sections on the frame of
the icon of the Holy Face from Anchi, which is the work
of Beka Opizari, who is described in the inscription on
the Gospels dating from the same period as ‘God-blessed
worthy goldsmith’ are almost of the same imporrance as
the images of saints. Another example is the Icon of the
Archangels from Oni, loaded with disproportional, flat
figural and floral ornaments and embellished with a broad
frame rendered with particular care and masterfulness.
The Georgian goldsmith art of the 12*and 13* centuries
was still inspired with the creative vigour from the past
times. The same vigour is evident in the second work by
Beka Opizari, the chasing of the cover of the Tskarostavi
Gospels and its immediate analogue, the cover of the Berra

Gospels, chased by Beshken Opizari and the cover of the

Tbeti Gospels, the lateer differing thematically and in
terms of general composition and sculptural rendering of

figures.

The two following centurices saw a decline in the quality
of rendering, as well as in artistic creativity with the
number of chased works also becoming smaller. The most
important objects of the time include the aforementioned
inner chasing of the Anchi icon (14* century). Rendered
in various scales and representing different  figures
(carlicr samples are also used) the seven scenes from che
Gospels make one whole only thanks to their ornamental
decoration.

The 16™ century was another distinctive period in che
history of Georgian goldsmith art. The number of chased
works incrcased and new artistic themes, motifs and
technical novelties came in use. Rich ornamental work
from this period allows us to assumec the presence of
workshops throughout the country as was the case in the
10" and 11" cencuries. An example of this is a coherent
group of Kakhetian gold repoussé icons from the workshop
of Gremi, the capital of the Kakheti region ac the time, cthe
ornamental rendering and ‘sculpeuring’ technique of which
(borrowed from Persia) has neicher before nor after been
seen in Georgia. Along with thesc icons we have a larger
group of 16" century crosses and icons from Gelati, which
produce an absolutely different impression. Depicting
figures of different statures, they also feature various
techniques of sculprural modelling as well as motifs the
means of rendering of which are also dissimilar.

The 17*and 18™ centuries were equally prolific for repoussé
artwork, but due to the varied nature of the items from
this period it is difficult to unite them into groups. Foreign
influence, mainly through che Persian, Russian and Euro-
pean culcures, also appears obvious in separate archirtectural
elements, as well as iconographic and ornamental morifs.
However, these influences were superficial. Despite
political and economic hardship and substantial decline
of the creative capacity and professionalism of masters,
Georgian goldsmith art managed to retain its originality
and national identity. Strong touch with past traditions
lasted even through the 19* century when Georgian artists
employed many clements of Georgian repoussé art of the
previous centuries. Yet, there are works from the same
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period which establish an immediate affinity with Russian
art. Also, the majority of icons from the cnd of the 19*and
beginning of the 20* centuries are close copics of works of
Russian mass production.

Medieval Georgian goldsmiths have also contributed
to Christian iconography. In addition to widely applied
schemes, Georgian crosses and icons bear iconographical
images, which demonstrate original creativity of Georgian
artists instead of being fair or adapted copies of borrowed
canonical samples. This proposition is supported by an
11" century pre-altar cross from Mestia. According to the
prominent art historian Viktor Lazarev, “The Georgians
were familiar with the improved redaction of the Life of St
George by Diocletian from the 10*-11* century. It was this
version that was used in the earliest sample with the cycle of
St George known to us - the so-called Mestia cross from the
1020-30s. The crossgreatlyinfluenced the selection of scenes
from the life of St George as well as their compositional
structure in the Georgian art of the later period, including
in goldsmith art and wall paintings”. Lazarev also had to
admit that the image which features St George slaying King
Diocletian is a ‘purely Georgian iconographic version’ The
number of this version in Georgia exceeds compositions
in which a snake or a dragon is represented as symbol of
the evil. It is in Georgia that the earliest samples of this
‘Georgian version’ survive (7*-8* century stone reliefs).
Most of these, including wall paintings, sculptures and
chased works date from the 10* through the 12 centuries,
while very few similar works have preserved elsewhere. It
is also notable that in this scene of the ‘miracle’ adorning
the 16" century pre-altar cross from Sadgeri, Diocletian
is shown mounted on a horse, which makes it unique in
Georgia, and most probably, even outside its borders.
We have another innovarive version of the ‘miracle’ of St
George, which was taken from Georgian reality. It takes
roots in an tradition of celebrating an ecclesiastical festival
on St George's Day on 23 November in the vicinity of St
George’s Church in Lori. According to the notes made by
l7"‘century European travellers and missionaries, who were
witnesses of this ceremony, an ox, considered as sent from St
George, would be slaughtered in front of a crowd of people
and its parts would be distributed among people as miracle-
working relics. This local tradition contributed towards the
emergence of a new, original theme which is presented on
two survivingsilver icons, both from Ilori. One is a triptych
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from the 16" century with St George holding a sword and
a small ox to his fect shown on the central panel. Another
icon, dating from 1640, survives with great damage, but
the plot is explained with inscriptions: ‘the representation
of bringing St George's ox of llori, Odishi, on St George’s
day’ The event fully coincides with the notes left by the
Europeans.

Highly notable are the inscriptions in asomtavruli
and mkhedruli lay)
surviving also in large numbers, on Georgian repoussé
works offering rich paleographic and historical evidence.
These inscriptions mention the names of commissioners

(majuscule) (modern scripts,

and donors of the crosses and icons, kings and queens,
catholicos-patriarchs, prominent and sometimes unknown
secular and ecclesiastical persons, and goldsmith artists.
One of the works even refers to the ‘writer), i.e. the person
who made inscriptions. Some of the early icons contain
specially selected lines from the Gospels to enhance the
understanding of eschatological scenes. The inscriptions
on Anchi triptych, as an example, tell the entire history of
the object and most importantly, the adventure of the Icon
of the Holy Face from Edessa to its transfer to ‘Tpilisi’ in
the 17* century. That Queen Tamar is mentioned on the
frame of the Anchi triptych, which Bishop loane Rkinaeili
of Anchi commissioned to Beka Opizari ‘on his order and
by donating an objects (!) of heavenly crowned Queen of
Queens Tamar.

Throughout the Middle Ages Georgian culture in general
and Christian arc in particular never lacked the care and
attention of various leaders of the country, including
its public and ecclesiastical authorities, and high and
lower ranking statesmen. This is evident from numerous
and mkhedruli adorning
buildings, paintings and sculptures, many of which are
fairly long and informative.

asomtavruli inscriptions

The trend remains unchanged to the present day. The
liberation of the country from the Soviet yoke enabled
the Georgian church to lead a normal life beginning from
the latter half of the 20" century. Numerous churches and
monasteries have been restored and become funcrional,
churches have been built and their interior walls covered
with paintings, painted and repoussé icons, crosses and
other gold and silver ecclesiastical objects and goldsmithery



produced. This revival found a firm support from the state
authorities and private entities. Great is the contribution of
the Patriarchate of Georgia. The entire process is inspired
with the blessing of the Patriarch of Georgia, His Holiness
and Beartitude Ilia II.

Samples of Christian Georgian repoussé art of new time
can be found all over Georgia kept in churches, salons,
galleries, various offices, schools and familics. Some of

Enamel Arc

Being the most refined and elaborate varieties of enamel,
cloisonné enamel emerged and evolved within Christian
art and was inspired by its world outlook and aesthetics.
It is in this technique that almost all pieces of enamels
surviving in Georgia from the Middle Ages are executed.
Cloisonné enamel was also widespread in Byzantium, this
widely acknowledged centre of enamel art. As the eminent
Byzantologist Alisa Bank would put it ‘the intrusion of
features peculiar to spiritual style can be explained by
specific material and technique. The dominance of bright
clear tonality and the brilliance of gold partitions and
background, the impression of feshless images achieved
partially by the inability to express volume and figure and
facial modelling’ serve to reveal Christian spirit.

Georgian cloisonné enamels are closely connected with
Byzantium. The most obvious is the affinity in terms of
technical execution. All Georgian cloisonné enamels, as
well as the majority of Byzantine ones, are made of pure
gold and silver alloy, the so-called electron, though a very
few examples of silver-based enamels of Byzantine origin
also survive. Georgian and Byzantine works also share an
iconographicrepertoire, which isattested by thedominance
of the same scenes and saints. They arc also characterised
by same features typical of the time, especially in the early
period. Some similarities are also obvious in terms of the
use of specific means of modelling at a later stage (e.g.
chevron style - the alteration of colourful stripes on the
atrire). However, the 11" century Georgian enamels are
almost impossible to distinguish from the Byzantine ones.
Though some works from this time can be attributed to the
local style, including three medallions bearing the images of

these works are fair copies of old crosses and icons with
a certain size variation, while others, although being
inspired by traditional works, are characterised by different
compositional, decorative and ornamental rendering. This
desire and acttempt of present-day, both experienced and
beginning Georgian masters cannot but lead to a more
successful and sublime continuation.

the quecns appearing on the Khakhuli eripeych. According
to some featurcs, these may be attributed to 2 Georgian
master. [t is of note that the crowns of the quecns are set on
top of a headscarf, which is not characceristic of Byzantine
costume. Although medallions bear no inscription, it
is possible to identify these images with Empress Mary,
daughter of Georgian King Bagrat IV, renowned for her
exquisite beauty Burt that the plaque of the Khakhuli icon
features a ‘portrait’ of this brilliant lady is confirmed by
an inscription. She is presented together with her first
spouse, Byzantine Emperor Michael VII Parapinakes. This
Byzantine icon was a gift from the Emperor. It thus appears
obvious that medieval Georgian enamel, unlike Georgian
repoussé arc and moreover, the Georgian architecture,
is closely linked to Byzantine world. In this respect it is
highly interesting to identify differences between Georgian
and Byzantine cloisonné enamelwork and determine what
makes Georgian enamel art unique.

The path of development of Georgian enamel art was not
straightforward and was full with creative ‘impulses’ in the
10*and 12 - 13* centuries. A large number of medieval
cloisonné enamels, ranging from as eatly as 8- 9" century
through the 15%, survive to the present day. It is remarkable
that Georgian enamels are highly expressive, the best
example of which is the Khakhuli icon, 2 masterpiece of
decorative art, the artistic effect of which is enhanced
by a multitude of Georgian and Byzantine enamels. The
icon was a royal commission, which came from the St
King Davit Aghmashenebeli (David the Builder) and his
son, Demetre [, in the period between 1120-1140. Only
Byzantium could afford similar abundance of immensely
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valuable and impressive small works of art, a real ‘museum’
of cloisonné enamel - this is internationally renowned Pala
d'Oro in San Marco in Venice.

The early Georgian cloisonné cnamels appear on the
Khakhuli triptych: the quadrifolium with the Crucifixion
(8% century) and two medallions featuring half-figures
of St Mary and St Theodore (9* century). The Deisis,
emphasizing the central part of the Marevili eriprych,
dates from the same period (late 9 century). This small
group of works reflect the path of development taken by
Georgian art in general and plastic art in particular. They
were created in Georgia where Iconoclasm failed to find a
fertile ground. Some of the pieces arc also interesting from
the iconographic point of view. The Martvili Deisis is one
of the carliest samples of the scene, while the Crucifixion
featuring the full-figure soaring and glorifying angels and
the right hand of the Lord extended from the heaven
is the only sample of this version in the entire oriental
Christendom.

The 10* century saw a signiﬁcant shiftin Georgian enamel
arc like it happened in Byzantium. More specifically, ‘full
enamel, on which both a background and an image are of
enamel, wasreplaced by ‘sunken enamel’, on whichan enamel
image appears on a gold background. The general trend
to differentiate figures and ornamentation and to outline
figures thus making them more volumerric coincided with
one of the stages of the development of Georgian plastic
art and appeared to be organic to Georgian enamelwork.
It is therefore that the earliest sample of this sort, namely
the Shemokmedi quadrifolium, is of Georgian origin (its
accompanying Georgian inscription mentions King Giorgi
I of Abkhazeti, who died in 957). Similar Byzantine works
date from a slightly later date. The Crucified Christ is
accompanied with allegorical representations of a church
and asynagoguc - other examples of this scheme are of a later
period and also, of western origin. The depiction of Adam’s
skull below the cross (here he is shown alive, i.c. risen from
dead, which emphasises the main idea of the quadrifolium
scene - salvation) is rare in the early Byzantine period.

Of the 10% century enamels characterised by features of
Georgian style, the most impressive are Christ Pantokrator's
monumental image, revealing creative force and encrgy,
shown on the cover of the reliquary, and the central icon
of the Kkakhuli triptych, in which only the face and the
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hands of the Virgin survive. The size of these fragments is
highly remarkable as these are the biggest enamels around
the world. Also notable is their and are also remarkable
for their purple tonality. The image of the Virgin may be
lacking refinement, but it is expressive. This type is scen on
many repoussé Georgian icons from this period.

A group of works of Byzantine orientation also survive
from the 10 century. OF particular note is the so-called
Kvirike’s cross divided into two parts and placed on the
wings of the wriptych. The Georgian-Greek inscriptions
on the cross mention the ruler of Kakheti, the king and
magistros, Kvirike II.

The 12*and the turn of the 13" centuries were marked by
another flourishing of Georgian enamel art. The pieces
of this period vividly demonstrate increased decorative
treatment and expressiveness, as well as a growing interest
in a human being, all of which were typical of the period.
The gallery of ‘individualized’ saints shown on the
icons from Gelati, Khobi and Tsalenjikha are of the 12*
century. What unites them is the general principle of
artistic treatment, though each of them conveys different
emotions and reveals different force of expressiveness. The
most impressive among them are the representations on
the Gelati icon, most notably the image of St Luke, which
can even be described as a ‘portrait.

The medallions which once adorned the icon of the
Archangel Michael, one of the two now lost icons from
Jumati Monastery, belong to the same artistic trend. The
medallions of the second icon of St Gabricl from Jumati
are of Byzantine orientation and are particularly refined.
All these medallions, as well as other enamels of the same
circle, are executed in Georgian workshops and find no
immediate parallels in Byzantine enamel art. A group of
enamel medallions placed on the wings of the Khakhuli
triptych reveal Byzantine influence. These are Georgian
works of art, of which the most expressive are the noble
images of St Peter, St Matthew and St John.

The three plaques from the Great Feasts, the Presentation
at the Temple, the Raising of Lazarus and the Pentecost
(late 12 and beginning of the 13* century) are real gems
of decorative art. What particularly attracts in these
brilliant works of Georgian art is the lyricism and sincerity,
liberty of exccution and radiance of bright colours. The



architectural background showing a cone-shaped dome
typical of Georgian churches and windows characteristic of
Georgian architecture is also noteworthy. The scene of the
Presentation at the Temple has a lit candle in the centre of
the composition, another important iconographic detail,
which can be seen only on two more Georgian pieces kept
in Georgia.

The 13* century frame of the Kortskheli icon is decorated
with the scenes from the life of the Virgin, which is unusual
for enamel arct. Also rare is the iconographic scheme of the
Dormition made complex by depicting the apostles seen
through the clouds. The frame of the Kortskheli icon
shows an affinity with the frame of the icon of the Saviour
of the Holy Sepulchre Church in Jerusalem, which must be
a work of a Georgian hand.

The two later enamelled plaques featuring St George ~ St
George Slaying the Dragon and St George Liberating the
King’s Daughter - date from the 15% century and follow
the artistic principles and practices of the earlier times.

Medieval Georgian enamel art, which went through a long
and an uninterrupted path of development, is characterised
by features the unity of which reveals an individual history.
The features include a soft, wavy, though at times inaccurate
and rough line, free and even coarse drawing of partitions,
balance ofcoloursand theirincreased expressivencss, as well
as the use of wine-colour (which was due to the frequent
application of local manganese) and general attitude of
the representations. Thus, Georgian enamel, echoing other
branches of medieval Georgian art, is an organic parc of
the latcer.

The 15" century was marked by the suspension of enamel
production in Georgia. And it was not until the 20" century
that the revival of this art and this complex technique
appeared possible. Individual efforts towards this goal were
taken in the 1940s. Since then a huge amount of work has
been done to develop this form of art.

Among factors that contributed ro the advancement of
modern Georgian enamel, particular note must be made of
the efforts taken by the Georgian Church, the Patriarchate
of Georgia and personally, by the Catholicos-Patriarch of
Georgia, His Holiness and Beatitude Ilia II. In addition
to commissioning individual works by the Church, in

1992 a special workshop titled ‘Luke” was set up at the
Patriarchate, which united talented and enthusiastic young
students (the workshop continues functioning under 2 new
name ‘Giorgi’). Another important centre is the Convent
of St Nino at Poka. The presence of an enamel workshop
in the convent means its connection with remote past
when cloisonné enamels were created in a highly spiritual
atmosphere. The works produced in Poka are mainly of
religious function and include icons, crosses and other
liturgical objects.

Alchough secular themes and images are widely presenced
in contemporary cnamel arc and the number of jewellery
items increases gradually, religious topics remain relevant.
When creating enamels of religious function it is difficulc
to avoid the influence of medieval works, moreover that
their majority reveals high level of craftsmanship. Thus
most of the contemporary enamels are either copies of
old ones or their variations, which are so different from
the model chat offer a torally new represencation enriched
with different derails.

As in the Middle Ages, at presenc enamel arc is dominaced
by cloisonné enamel. However, other technical means are
also used. If in old times base material was limited to gold
and electron, nowadays silver, bronze, copper and brass are
alsoapplied. A circle of religious themes widened to include
themes not only from the New Testamene, but from the
Old Testament as well. The means of expression of enamel
representations are becoming more refined and diverse. The
use of new artistic means, at times purposeful exaggeration
of forms, increased expressiveness, a specific palecte and
a balance of colours lends air of contemporarity to these
works. It is natural that Georgian enamels were influenced
by processes, technical and artistic means that took place in
the enamel art throughout countries, buc they were always
adapred by Georgian artists to local taste and skills. This was
primarily due to ancient tradicion, the visible or invisible
influence of which is evident in each Georgian work.
And this is what makes chem so charming, actracrive, and
distinctive, which was once again demonstrated at the first
biennial accended by artists from Georgia, as well as from
the US, Spain, Israel and Japan. Today Georgian enamel
is enjoying revival. The precondition of its advancement
is the creative momentum passed from medieval Georgian
enamel arc.
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Hlumination of Manuscripts

Created well before the incarnation of the Lord and
extended by King Parnavaz, Georgian writing found
material manifestation in a unique script, three stages
of the development of which — mtavruli, nuskhuri and
mkhedruli, demonstrate its distinctiveness and amazing
vitality. It is natural that the entry of Christianity in
Georgia was accompanied by the advancement of verbal
creativity and writing. Having survived hardship through
the centurics, this invaluable treasure keeps up with the
legacy of other countries thanks to its old age and high

merit.

The Narional Centre of Manuscripts and other depositories
keep many unique pieces of writing the importance of
which is invaluable in the history of Christian culture.

Among manuscripts surviving to our day the earliest
fragment is of the 5® century. The palimpsests from
the 5*and through the 7" centuries are plain and lack
any adornment. Their artistic merit is the text itself, the
simplicity and monumentality of asomtavruli lecters
(majuscule script) have much in common with the spiritual
character of Georgian ecclesiastical architecture.

Among non-illuminated manuscripts the most noteworthy
isa 10" century collection of hymns by Michael Modrekili
(8-425), which is unique due to its content. The brilliant
nuskhuri (ecclesiastical script) calligraphy, with its
continuity and accuratencss, reflects great piety. They point
to the high level of ecclesiastical chanting; a scarce number
of neums (notation signs) in cinnabar inserted in the text
add the grace of divine flame to the mysterious surface of
the parchment.

And yer, the most remarkable are the manuscripts adorned
with miniatures. Old Georgian artists, whose names hardly
survive, spared no effort to duly embellish texes glorifying
God. Acknowledging the weakness and imperfection of
the human nature and believing that the perfection is the
gift of God, their works are full of Christian repentance
and lack any conceit.

These Georgian miniatures created by craftsmen of such
integrity should be considered on the same level as the
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other forms of Christian art, such as architecture, chasing,
enamel and fresco painting.

Illuminated manuscripts surviving to our day are mostly
ccclesiastical in nature. These are mainly the Gospels,
as well as liturgical collections for various services held
throughout a year ( Triodion, Pentckostarion), psalms and

homiliars among others.

The earliest surviving miniatures adorn the Adishi Gospels
dating from 897. The miniatures of the evangelists
inserted into the text copied in mtavruli (capital) letrers,
transparent and light in colour they preserve the spirit of

carly Christian miniature art.

The First Jruchi Gospels (H-1660) dating from 940 was
copied at Shatberdi Monastery. Executed in cinnabar,
gold and dark blue, its miniatures combine a deep piety,
calligraphic linearity and artistic spontaneity and sincerity,
characteristic for pre-iconoclasm art..

Georgian illuminated books from the 11™ century
distinctly show an open dialogue with the aesthetic
ideals of Byzantium. Bishop Zakaria Valashkerteli of
Bana commissioned the copying and illumination of four
manuscripts in a scriptorium in Constantinople, the most
notable of which is a synaxarion created in 1030 (A-648).
Bordered with a sharply outlined frame, the manuscript has
miniatures inserred into a text written in nuskhuri letters.
Refined iconography, a classical drawing and harmonious
matching of blue, gold, white and red bespeak a high level
of Christian art of the period in general and of miniature
in particular.

The Alaverdi Gospels (A-484) of 1054, copied at Caliposus
Lavra, one of the monasteries of the Virgin on Black
Mountain, belongs to the same group of works. Subdivided
into two columns on a light surface of the parchment, the
text in nuskhuri letters is embellished with magnificent
cross and floral title ornaments imbuing the Gospels with
the sense of eternity. Particularly remarkable is a unique
cycle telling the history of the Icon of the Holy Face, which
is yet another testimony of stcady iconodulism among
Georgians.



The Gelati Gospels (Q-908) can be reckoned as one of the
best examples of gospel illumination. The two hundred
and forry four miniacurc paintings are inscrred as separace
scenes within the text narrative in the form of explanations.
The  highly refined gold background imbued wich
unquenchable light symbolizes divine space. Two-three
figured generalised scenes included inro it are reminiscent
of mosaic art duc to their monumental character. They
reveal spiritual depch and intimacy, and the unity of
eternity and individuality which the unification of divine

and human natures brought to the mankind.

Also dating from the 12" century is the Second Gospels
of Jruchi (H-1667), which is the most richly illuminated
manuscript (359 miniacures) and is a real treasure of
Georgian Christian iconography. The manuscript tells
us thar it was illuminated by several artists. Many of the
miniatures intrude the continuity of the text using the
parchment sheet as unlimited space. The domination of
red and gold next to white and light blue points to the
immutabilicy of Georgian artistic vocabulary. Multi-
figured scenes are full of details from cvery-day life, which
makes them cven more attracrive.

The refined colour gamut, sculprural rendering achicved
through musical linearity, the depth of spiritual insight
and sharpness, as well as the plain simplicity of the 12
century Tryodion point to the high level of miniature art.
The works by St Gregory the Theologian (A-109), which
are of the same period, differently present the possibilities
of Christian painting. Strictly selected reserved arristic
vocabulary is expressive. The figures extending on the
entire folio lacking a frame fill up the entire manuscripr.
The size of figures increases according to their importance,
which makes the miniatures even more monumental. The
manuscript is without doubt inspired by fresco paintings.

An astronomical treatise of 1188 (A-65) presents signs
of zodiac. This secular manuscript shows that Georgia of
the time was engaged in an open dialogue with not only
the spiritual centres of Byzantium, but with the cultural
centres of the Islamic Orient as well. However, it is also
obvious that even in the presence of such liberal relations,
the country retained its national language of expression,

presenting information with amazing accuracy through a
Aow of a refined line.

The Mokvi Gospels (Q-902), the copying of which was
commissioned by Bishop Daniel in 1300, is another
important work of its time. This small manuscripc is richly
illuminaced with miniatures. The paintings shown against
an unbroken gold background are filled wich divine light.
Light pink, slightly golden and slightly turquoise tones
produce an cffect of fAickering mother-of-pearl. They are
expressive of the theological dispute about the nature of
light relevant ac the time and present spiritual ties with
Palacologan Byzantium.

The miniacures of the psalm (H-1665) have a background
painted in festive red, which, like a royal cape of St David,
underlines the entire painting. It shows the steadiness of
the traditions of Georgian finc arts and its ancient ties with
the spiritual centres of Mount Sinai. The accentuated faces
show the deep insight taken by artist into the psalms and
more concretely, convey the sense of one-to-one presence
of a human being to God.

It is possible to speak endlessly abour Georgian book
illumination from the S*tothe end of the 18*cencuries. The
importance of late medieval painting is also inexhaustible.
In times of great trouble it was a book that served to
safeguard cthe spirituality of the Georgian people. Many
collections survive from this period. The versatility of cheir
composition shows unincerrupted cultural history and
diversity of trends, and enables us to identify che landmarks
of the Georgian Church. The latter was manifested in the
gradual increase of the number of separate and group
images of Georgian saints or scenes from their lives. Later
miniatures lack the artistic perfection of the works created
between the 10" and 13* centuries. Despite this, even the
most simple works are inspired by divine grace.

The year 1801 saw a forceful eradication of the two
principal pillars of the national self-identity - its royal and
ecclesiastical chrones. The troublesome 19 century was
followed by the ungodly 20™ century. It is natural chac this
led to the diminishing and later, vanishing of the practice
of illuminating ecclesiastical books.
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The revival of Christian spirituality among the Georgian
nation started in 1978. It was thanks to the zealous efforts
of His Holiness and Beatitude, Catholicos-Patriarch of All
Georgialliallthatchurcharchitecture, wall paintings, wood
and stone carving and enamel art were restored though the
resumption of manuscript production wasslightly impeded
by technological difficulties as well as the preference given

Embroidery

Georgian cmbroidery is one of those forms of the country’s
artistic legacy that best enable us to gain knowledge abourt
the taste, interests and nature of culture and art of a
Georgian society at each stage of its development.
Ecclesiastical shared its
iconography with the entire Orthodox Christendom in
general, and Byzantine in particular. Nevertheless, like
other forms of decorative art, it took its own national
path following original local traditions and achieved a
high level of development. Ornaments borrowed not
only from iconographic schemes, but from painting and
chasing as well, and even from Persian tapestry, would be
creatively redesigned by Georgian embroiderers by using
various techniques of embroidery and employing silk, and
what are called okromkedi (gold rwine), vertskhlimkedi
(silver twine) and zezi (thread spun with gold and silver)
producing a scintillating effect.

embroidery in

Georgia

Very little is known on where and by whom these
embroideries were created. What is clear from donors’
inscriptions though is that like clsewhere, in Georgia too
most of the embroiderers were women, including those
from prominent families. The most notable inscriptions
survive on a 16" century epitaphios embroidered by the
daughter of King Constantine of Kartli, Astandas; an
epitaphion from the turn of the 17" century embroidered
Ekaterine, formerly called Elene, who was a daughter of the
Kakhetian ruler Khosro after a drawing made by herself
and the daughter of Parsman Tsitsishvili, nun Nasrasia; an
epitaphion from 1664, the drawing and the embroidery of
which was made by Tinatin, the daughter of a Minister of
Court Kaikhosro; communion chalice cloths created in

1763 by Queen Anakhanum of Kartli for Gelati. It is also
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to printing in today’s world. However, with the blessing
of the Carholicos-Patriarch of Georgia the Gospels were
copied on a parchment by using traditional techniques and
illuminated with miniatures. This unique book is now kept
in the Lavra of the Holy Trinity Cathedral as a monument

to Gcorgmn CCClCSl:‘lSElCﬂl \\'['l[ll'lg :md pamtmg.

evident that images were drawn before being embroidered
by the same or a different person. The presence of special
¢mbroidering workshops at royal and nobles” courts as
well as at monasteries (Svetitskoveli at Mrskheta, Tsilkani,
Gareja Monastery, Kaeskhi, Martvili and others) appears
obvious. There is evidence that a specialised workshop
funcrioned at the court of King Giorgi XII of Kartli and
Kakheti in the late 18" and early 19 centuries. In the 19*
century, churches in western Georgian still had special

chambers were ecclesiastical embroideries were made.

Regrettably, early medieval embroideries have not survived
to our day. The production of textiles in a relatively earlier
period is confirmed by highly artistic silk stretched onto the
rear sides of icons and crosses from Ipkhi (10™-11" century)
and Chazhashi (12*-13* century) on which rogether with
griffins, letters in the asomravruli (majuscule) scriprarealso
represented. Among items furnished with embroideries
the earliest are 12* century liturgical cuffs from Kartskhi.
They are chronologically followed by an epigonation also
from Karskhi, donated by Natela and Shergil Dadiani, an
orarion (priestly stole) of 1312 from Anchi contributed by
a certain Tamar Kherkheulidze and an omophorion made
in 1358, also from Anchi.

We have relatively more embroideries from the period
between the 15% through the 18 cencurics. These are
priestly garments, such as sakkoses, omophorions, oraria
and mitres, as well as Royal Door curtains, communion
chalice covers and shrouds. Epitaphions (Greek epitaphios,
Russian naamanuua), which are a variety of shrouds,
are so far best studied and most cxtensively publishcd.
Approximately three hundred epitaphions survive to the
present day, the earliest of being commissioned by King



Giorgi VIl in the 15" century and the latest dating from
the first half of the 19" century. Some of them, such as
those commissioned by King Giorgi VIII and King Bagrat
HI of Imereti (the latter produced at Ubisi), both dating

from the 16" century, arc of exceptional artistic merir.

With their function and gencral character Georgian
epitaphions are akin to similar objects of the rest of the
Orthodox Christendom. However, they reveal original
treatment even in terms of iconography: Georgian samples
present historical narratives racher than symbolic images
among which one will always find carthly beings. The
Georgian epitaphions from the 15% century onwards were
also adorned with the Lamentation. Some other works
feature scenes depicting the ascension of Christ, including
the Holy Women at the Sepulchre as well as St Peter,
and the Ascension in the upper part. The representation
of donors shown bent on their knees on a 17* century
epitaphion is also noteworthy.

Meanwhile, it is possible to trace changes in the art of
adorning cpitaphions throughout the centuries and this
is best evident in the transformation of colour gamut.
The 15" and 16 century works are more reserved, there
being balance between gold and silk chread colours, while
beginning from the 17* century glimmering gold and silver
surfaces are in evidence, due to which the base becomes
more solid and hard. Also, earlier works are furnished
wich brilliantly crafted and lavishly ornamented frames,
but later in cthe 17" and 18" centuries they gradually

losc importance and then disappear ac all. Some ocher
embroidered itemsalso point to other changes, forinstance,
at the end of the 17* century the crafismen of the so-called
Tutas Cover changed the interplay between a figure and
an ornament thus cstablishing a new principle according
to which an ornament not just served as an adornment
and a symbol, but was considered on the samc level with
a figure. Beginning from che 1720s, figural images on
communion chalice cloths, cuffs, cpigonations and oraria
were replaced by floral ornamentation bearing a symbolic
meaning. The best example of this is a communion chalice
cloth embroidcred by the daughter of King Vakhtang VI
of Kartli, Tamar, in 1718. Beginning from the 1820s the
number of rich donations to the Church reduced. There
are also fewer notes on ecclesiastical embroidcries from
that time onwards. However, the women of Alexander
Chavchavadze adorned a tomb cover of St Nino at Bodbe.
Also, if as early as the 17" century the intrusion of Slavonic
art motifs is visible (e.g. on epitaphions), beginning from
the 1830s, Georgian cmbroidery was replaced mainly by
works of mass production from Russia.

The revival of Georgian embroidery, like other branches
of ecclesiastical are, started in the 1980s. Newly built and
restored churchesare furnished with garments, communion
chalice cloths and other items necessary for liturgical
services from embroidery workshops of the Pacriarchate
of the Georgian Orthodox Church, funcrioning in Thbilisi
under the supervision of Eter Urotadze, in Breti and other
churches throughout Georgia.
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63469balb Ambabggho. IV-XVI LL.

Nekresi Monastery. 4*-16%cc.
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