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Marine Bulia

One Iconographic Peculiarity of the Mural Decorations of Queen Tamar’s Epoch
(Late 12* — Early 13" ¢c.)

Widely recognised is O. Demus’s statement that while separate iconographic schemes
arc identical. combining them in the programmes of the mural decorations new artistic and
theological unity is crcated in each individual case. Mural decorations of Queen Tamar’s
epoch are characterised by the particular significance of the Last Judgement. Although this
scene is found in the Georgian mural painting of carlier date (katholikon of the "Udabno”
monastery in Gareji. turn of the 10®c. to the 11'" ¢.: Ateni Sion. 11™ ¢.; Bochorma, second half
of the 12" c.). still on the turn of the 12" c. 1o the 13™ c.. this scenc is repeatedly included in
the programmes. occupying quite a large place in the interior — a wesl cross-arm (Ikvi,
Betania and Timotesubani). south annex (Vardzia). a narthex (Bertubani): in Kintsvisi its con-
cept is unfolding in the entire mural decoration. However, this theme is ¢specially emphasized
in the katholikon of the "Natlismtsemeli™ monastery in Gareji.

This church was most probably first painted soon after its foundation, in the 11™ ¢., but
the murals preserved at present in its interior. excluding several ornamental fragments, were
executed in 12035 and partially repainted in late 13" c. This mural decoration, created when the
king George IV Lasha was crowned as a co-ruler, contains esb’ccially accentuated scquence
of the royal portraits of the Bagrationi dynasty (starting from Bagrat lil [71014] and including
Lasha-George and his parents — Queen Tamar and David Soslan) and images of the Biblical
ancestors of this royal family. considered as descending from the Prophet David. The Kings,
Biblical Forefathers, Holy Hermits and Holy Martyrs, all intercede for the forgiveness of sins
with the Lord, Whose Second Coming in Glory is depicted on the ceiling, while its prefigura-
tion — Ascension — occupies the apse conch (Ascension of Christ-Emmanuel in the apse is
perceived as its symbolic representation, while the Enthroned Saviour is secn in the Martyr-
dom of Forty Martyrs of Sebastia; life cycle of St. John the Baptist, Patron Saint of the
church, bears the connotations of the concepts of asceticism and martyrdom).

Last Judgement scene in Natlismtsemeli shows closest affinity to the same scene in Vardzia
(Martyrdom of Forly Martyrs of Sebastia is directly included in this composition. while the life
cycle of the St. Protomartyr Stephen is conceptually identical with that of St. John the Baptist).
The church and annex of Vardzia were painted at different periods. Despite this, A. Kldiashvili
has argued interrelation of these murals, considering themm as components of the homogeneous
programme. Conceptual interrelation between these decorations is definitely shown, but this
seems to be preconditioned by the universality of the Last Judgement concept, since, when
analysed separately, these two show different “spirit™ (the church murals are completed by the
Harrowing of Hell containing Apocalyptic motifs). If in the naos, Glory of the Incarnate Lord is
predominant, in the annex, the Judgement scenes are first caught by the eye and only after-
wards — The Paradise — Salvation gained through the intercession of the Martyrs; the latter
draws Natlismtsemeli and Vardzia annex murals particularly close.
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Increase of the eschatological ‘'mood™ can be explained neither by the expectation of the

end of the world (as in the 10™ or second half of the 13" c.), or the general hardship of the
country — on the contrary, reign of the Queen Tamar is an epoch of unprecedented

welfare. It seems likely that these royal monasteries reflect personal inclinations of Queen
Tamar, her desire to prove legitimacy of her family and her concern and repentance for the
death of Prince Demna. legitimate Crown prince, killed by her father, King George Il1. Such
an ‘individualisation™ of the programme, as well as increased decorativeness (including intro-
duction of the Islamic-Oriental motifs) reveals a tendency towards certain secularisation in
this epoch, marked with the inseparable unity of the secular and the religious.
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