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Alexander Tvaradze
Miniature of David Ulu from “Description of the World” by Marco Polo

From mid 13™ c., more and more Europeans visited Eastern countries, about which they
knew only from the Antique authors, whose narrations abound in fabulous elements. In this
respect, Marco Polo’s work was a pioneer of change, since he was the first to go further
Mongolia and drew quite a realistic picture of the remote lands. In this sense, he had prepared
soil for the future great geographic discoveries. Marco Polo had ravelled in 1271-1293. Among
others, he also speaks of Georgia, which in his understanding covers entire Caucasus. Marco
Polo’s works was included in the collection of travel books to Asia, named “Book of Miracles”,
copies in 1407 by the order of Jacques the Brave, Duke of Burgundy. In 1413, he presented this
copy to his uncle, Duke Jean de Berry and the latter’s decease in 1417, the manuscript went to
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the hands of the Count Bernard d’ Armagnac, while after the execution of his grandson, bibliophile
Jean d' Armagnac in 1473, it appeared in the royal library of the French kings. This book, one of
the most beautiful illuminated codices, contains 165 miniatures, from which 84 arc illustrations
of Marco Polo’s work. Among many painters working on this manuscript are famous
contemporary anonymous painters known as “Boucico master” and “*Mazarini master”. Individual
manner of both these masters is discernible in the miniature depicting the Georgian king. Major
part of the composition elements are taken from Marco Polo’s work: King David, mentioned by
Marco Polo, is represented here (presumably, David VII Ulu, 1243-1271); an cagle is seated on
his shoulder, since, as commented by the author: “Georgian kings are born with the sign of the
eagle on their shoulder”. The king is accompanied by archers, since it is noted that “Georgian
are good archers™; the personages are shown by the bank of the lake, in which, again following
Marco Polo *“the fish appear only prior to Easter” and a convent is located. From their own side,
the painters had added nuns in the Cistercians habit (according to the European scholars),
depiction of Georgians on horseback and a tree near the lake.

Certainly, many things shown on the miniature have nothing to do with the reality, but, since
by that time, Europeans already knew enough about Georgia, met Georgians in Palestine, as
well as in their native countries, something might be trustworthy, e.g. high hat of one of the
nobles (even, maybe, entire vestment), maybe, even Georgian nuns used to be clad as shown or:
the miniature. noteworthy is depiction of Georgians on horseback — Georgians used 1o travel so.
Maybe their hunting might also indicate Georgian mode of life. Finally, European scholars identify
King David of Marco Polo’s work and the miniature with the king of Georgia, David VII Uiu,
but this might also be (and it seems more convincing) David VI Narin.
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