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Nino Abakelia

Concerning the Horse Symbolism in the Colkhian
Mythico-ritual System

Horse as a symbol is one of the main personages in the Western
Georgian, Colchian mythico-ritual system. Most frequently it figures
in funeral and mouming rituals as a sacrificial animal. Horse sacrifices
are attested both archaeologically and ethnographically.

The functions and the meaning of horse sacrifices in the mou-
rning and funeral complexes can be revived by means of western Ge-
orgian beliefs and rituals. On the basis of the study of local legends,
cults and rituals one can conclude that the ancient Colchians (like ma-
ny other people in the ancient and modern world) considered death &
a transition from one world into another.

Weastern Georgian and, in particular, Megrelian term «ghur#’
(«doghuru») denoting dying and death literally means «bloodshed”
and reflects local beliefs how the Angel of Death slaughters its victif“'
So death in Western Georgian, Colchian tradition is associated W!
slaughter and bloodshed
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According to the local beliefs the journey to the Nether World
is rather hard and dangerous. That is why the deceased needs for this
voyage his attenant horse and food provsion. For that purpose horse
sacrifices were performed and food supplies were made.

The horse of the deceased man covered with black (or blue and
red ) cloth, already appeared on the day of mouming ritual. It was bo-
und on the pole of the house or on the tree in the yard. On the funeral
day the deceased was placed on the earth in the yard and the mourners
with loud lamentations walked round him (making thus the sacred cir-
cle wth its centre). On the very same day, it was the custom to dig out
a tree with vine from the yard in the case when a man was dead and
mullbery trece — in the case of a woman. Both the horse and the tree
were taken round the deceased and then led to the cemetery where the
horse was sacrificed (later this custom was substituted by another
practice) and the tree was planted in the grave. Religious pattern:
deceased — horse — tree is directly associated with the local beliefs on
the Nether World.

The Nether world in the perception of the local population was
thought to be the inversed copy of the Living World and was defined
as an Outer World (called «galenishi» with its patron deity («galenishi
ortan) and its habitants.There was considered to be a threshold bet-
ween these worlds. And by the reconstruction of the religious beliefs,
there ought to be a castle on the threshold with its guard, called «mek-
re-bebazhe», which according to the local beliefs took taxes to admit
the deceased to the Nether World. Besides there existed a special ritu-
al of overcoming this threshold between the worlds. And it had the
lorm of a sprcific horse-race run from the right to the left direction
(e.1. to the Nether world direction) in Wthh the horse of the deceased
also participated. The horse-race symbollcally showed the Nether
World route in the Living World. Here the ritual form was leading
and important. The ritual repeated the route preserved in the myth, and
Such attendance upon the deceased by the living guaranteed the quiet
‘Mtrance and settlement in the Neherworld, in the ancestral society.
Thus sacrifcal horse in the above mentioned funeral customs has not
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got adresce-deity for here it serves to be a compaion, psychopomp o
the mystical means of transferance from this world to another. | .,

In the mentoned Colchian tradition, the horse symbolism s
much wider than this. It is also associated with «arbor mundi» (the
Tree of World). And more than that it sometimes itself represents the
tree of World. The visual illustration of which is the georgian bronze
openwork buckle of the late Classical Period, in which horse with
reindeer's homns is being depicted. Here the horse is identfed with tree,
on which the horns of the reindeer point. «Crowning» of the horse
with reindeer's homs carries in itself double information: on one hand
it represents «arbor mundi» near which the sacrifse was to be perfor-
med and on the other hand it is itself the sacrificial animal.

There also exists another mythico-ritual pattern in which it is
connected with the Great Mother Goddess and represents together
with the rider her attribute. This meaningg of the horse and the rider
(horseman) constitutcs the most ancient stages of religious life of the
old Colchians, which on their turn are also bound to the beliefs of the
twin deities - to the cult of Dioscuri.

In other cases horse in the Colchian culture reveals itself as a
symbol and source of new life, fertility, e.g. according to one Megre-
lian fairy tale the dismembered parts of the sacrficial horse give birth
to men, to new generation. In this sacrificial act the slaughter of one
animal and its division into many parts in many desendants and integ:
ration into new life, etc. is considered to be a central moment. Here
the devided victim reactualizes archetypal cosmogonic act, etc.

Thus horse as a religious symbol on one hand reveals itself &
«imago mundi», on the other hand as «axis mundi» or «arbor mundi
hence the support of the universe and practically reveals diverse reall
ties which can be fitted together or even integrated into one mythic0
ritual system of the ancient Colchians..
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