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THE BAGRATIONIS’ HYMNAL HERITAGE
Nestan Sulava

Many representatives of the Bagrationi family contributed much to the history of Georgian literaturc but in the
present study we shall analyze only the hymnography.

According to all available data, the first writer by the name of Bagrationi was Basili Mtatsmindcli, the son of
Bagrat, a monk of the Georgian monastery on Athos, in the first part of the 11* century. He enriched Georgian
literature by his hymns and the “Life” of Eqthvime of Athos. He was the first who realized the role and importance
of Eqthvime of Athos. His works are indicative of his erudition and gift of eloquence to glorify the object of
hymns by biblical images.

The hymn by David the Builder is one of the most outstanding litcrary monuments in the history of Georgian
literature. By the depth of its meaning, skilful composition and impressive images it reflccts many aspects of
aesthetic and religious outlook of the Middle Ages. Its ethical principles are based on the idea of penance. The
individual passions and feeling of repentance expressed in the hymn are of universal naturc and are evidences of
the high personal dignity of the author. David the Builder argues how man should come to term with a world, what
he should do and what he should not do.

Our Savior and Our Lady determine the quest of self-illumination and the idea of repentance of the hymn.

The iambi by Queen Tamar and King Demetre have called for a separate research. There can be no doubt
that each of the hymns was created in a purely classical iambic form (i.e. 5 lined stanza, each line containing 12
syllables). King Demetre’s poetry was written in classical iambi striking for not merely their symbols and imagery
but poetics, for that matter. Two jambi dedicated to the Virgin - “You are the Vineyard” and “Mother of God and
Totally Chaste” are rhymed - the tradition originating from a iambus to the Virgin by Queen Borena. Among the
iambi dedicated to Shio Mgvimeli - one entitled “Hanging in Heaven By a Thread” is particularly cxpressive
owing to a balance of literary traditions and a specific world outlook of the folklore. The iambus is exemplary
within a so-called enigmatic poetry. An enigmatic poetic method is the means by which the truth may be made
accessible. It was theoretically worked out and generalized in as early as Aristotle’s “Poetics” and “Rhetorics”. It
is curious enough, however, that each enigmatic writing used to be assessed as a deviation from the truth revealed
by unusual, ingeinious, mysterious images, both cognitive and didactic, since the animal characters were made
to display a human life. As the theologians and hymnographers put it, it was “a contemplation in a mirror” — a
symbol of perception.

The foregoing iambus by King Demetre relics upon an antithesis with a miraculous imagination being its
centerpiece. The miraculous events of a fairy tale embrace various tropic forms as prompted by the medieval
aesthetic guidelines.

Each hymn has two aspects, a more actual one with its aesthetic value and the other, a much more significant

side thereof, its mystical content. Such are both jambi of Queen Tamar, the monarch endowed with the divine
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wisdom.

The first stanza of “the Heaven of Heavens” depicts a Biblical cosmogony and has much in common with
the hymnographic writings of the previous period, such as those by Ioane Mtbevari, Michael Modrekili, Ioane
Minchkhi, etc. and, of course, with the first two stanzas of the prologue to “The Knight in the Panther’s Skin”.
The second stanza of the iambus conveys a Biblical Evangelic content by means of symbols, while the next three
stanzas contain some historic information. Similarly to “the Histories and Panegyrics to the Lord’s Anointed”,
it reflects some political and ideological views upon Queen Tamar’s descent from the Biblical King David and
David Soslan’s (her hushand) descent from the Biblical Ephraim. The hymn begins with a mention of God and
“his perfection of an immortal creation” and ends with an entreaty to God and the Virgin. Its structure is complex
enough as called for by a var'iet'y of its themes. The composition evolves in stages closely linked with one another.
Two emotions — gratitude and an entreaty are pivotal to it. Gratitude for the victory in Shamkori battle and an
entreaty of a spiritual salvation. The atmosphere of the hymn is elevated from the very beginning created by
theological thoughts and literary accessories. Throughout the hymn the Virgin is the guide of the hymnographer
on the way to a spiritual initiation.

The Messianic idea displayed, inter alia, by an artistic interpretation of the geographic areas and a mention
thereof is in no way accidental, but a functional one.

In the first part of the 18" century Mariam (Macrina) Bagrationi, daughter of King Irakli I, was engaged in the
literary activity; she is the author of several hymns and the life of St.Joseph of Alaverdy; characterized not only
as a spiritual person but an active enlightener and builder as well.

Basili of Athos, David the Builder, King Demetre, Queen Tamar and Mariam (Macrina) devote the present

article to the different aspects of the works.



