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Tamar Khundadze
On the Relief of the Telovani Church of Holy Cross

In the sculptural decoration of the Telovani church of Holy Cross (at present it is dated to the second half
of the 8" ¢.), atention is drawn by the relief with subject scenes in the west entrance jamb. This partially
damaged plaque bears several subject scenes represented side by side, without any partition. In the middle,
one after another, depicted are Daniel in the Lions’ Den (Daniel with his hand upraised in prayer is flanked by
two lions placed diagonally towards him, symbolizing the threat of the evil powers) and a peculiar version of
the Crucifixion. The Crucified Saviour is replaced here by a plain cross with a fish — Early Christian symbol
of Jesus Christ — beneath it; the central image is flanked by two human figures, attributes of which make it
possible 1o propose that (although lateral crosses are not depicted) they are two robbers crucified together
with Christ; from these two, feet of the right figure are tumed towards the Lord — this is most likely to be a
nghicous robber, while the feet of the felt one (which should be an evil robber) are turned in the opposite
direction. This scene is also flanked by two lions symbolising evil powers — at the sarne time, the lion does not
touch the righteous robber, but it directly presses the evil robber. Beneath these scenes large acanthus leaf
omament is carved (well known in the 5*-10® cc. Georgian architectural sculpture) — an indication of the Tree
of Life, Paradise and Resurrection. The same theme is reflected in the inhabited plants (to the left—an ibex and
a deer, to the right — a rabbit and one more, severely damaged animal) represented on the plaque edges; this
is, doubtlessly, an image of the Communion of the souls of the faithful. Thus, Telovani relief symbolises the
Paradise, Eucharis(, Passion and Resurrection of the Lord and Salvation. As for its style, this flat “‘carpet-like”
composition is linked with the 8*-9* cc. Georgian plastic art. Due to the filling of the entire surface, it is much
closer to the 8" c. reliefs (Usaneti stele, Gveldesi chancel-barrier, Tsirkoli church window decoration).
Compared to the 9"-10" cc. reliefs (Opiza, 9" c.; Joisubani, Petobani, both 10" ¢ ), figures are more elongated
here, showing greater affinity with the samples of earlier date, especially to the 7*-8" cc. Tsebelda chancel-
barmier, although Telovani is more conventional and schematic. Likewise archaic is the iconography of the
relief. All these place Telovani relief in the first half of the 8% c.

One more thing should be taken into consideration — Telovani relief is definitely relocated; initially it should
have occupied some other place, i.e. it used to adom a structure of somewhat earlier date than the present
church. It should also be noted that the general compositional arrangement and manner of stone carving
differs this relief from the composition and manner of execution of the carved decoration of the present

church proper. Relief under discussion might have decorated a minor chapel, remnants of which are still
preserved at the south fagade of the church.
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