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Manana Khidasheli
Image of a Deer in Georgian Culture

Culture can be considered as a homogeneous semiotic mechanism, an intellectual object
with the collective memory; it undergoes changes over the time, but it avails ol mechanisms to
preserve and transfer archaic information. Mental field of the archaic culture had clear-cut
symbolic character. Omamental patterns are kind of “texts”, images, which bear the function of
“notions™, preserving cultural memory and, at the same time, can easily move to new texts. This
quality had determined vitality of symbols, sue to which they are found on monuments of vast
chronology. Image of a deer is one of such symbols.

Images of a deer are seen as early as Neolithic epoch (Arukhlo Gora, three-sided bulla), but
more often are found on ceramics of the Mtkvar-Arax culture. Together with other images
represented here (rectangles, triangles, spirals, world tree, a bird, a snake, a fish), it takes part
in the presentation of sacred ideas and cosmological beliefs. In this system, a deer, propping the
sky with its horns and reaching the underworld with its legs, embodies the universe vertical. The
same is its perception in the monuments ascribed to the 14™-13" cc. B.C. (Bebnisi tumuli,
Grmagele ceramics, images of Shilda and Meli-Gele I sanctuaries — the latter is the first to bear

::Ibk. Honu, DHuHKknoneans Inaxop 4 cumponos, M., 1996, 3. 287.
0d30.
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the deer hunting scene). Different is the comprehension of a deer in the 9*-7*" cc. B.C. Especially
noteworthy are bronze belts and Kolkhian axes. On the axes the deer is seen in combination
with the rosctte (a symbol of birth and creation) and an arrow (a symbol of the world axis or a
sun ray), most likely representing creation of the world as an action, i.e. symbolising sacred
action. On the belts, alongside abundant zoomorphic and anthropomorphic images, deer hunting
scene is shown, which should represent the ritual of victorious cosmos and order. Bronze statuettes
of a deer belong to the same epoch (e.g. Lagodekhi tumuli, Samtavro necropolis, Pasanauri,
Chabarukhi, Kazbegi treasures). Images of a deer are often found in the Antique-Hellenistic
cpochs, e.g. on open-work buckles, where, together with other animals, it represents sacred
world. Later, a deer often acts in Georgian folk fairy tails, it appears in folk omamentation, in the
legends it is linked with deities and deity-sons, while in the epics — with the female deity. A deer
also figures in the Bagrationi family legends. Noteworthy is its appearance in N. Pirosmanashvili’s
creative activity. Significant rope is played by the deer in Georgian chronicles (“Conversion of
Kartli”, “Life of Kartli”), hagiography (“Vita of St. David Garejeli’") and Christian art (mural
painting), where old contents is enriched with the Christian symbolism.
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