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IMAGES OF HEALING SAINTS IN GEORGIAN ART

Lali Osepashvili
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Healing saints/funmercenaries.

The work examines the images of healing saints in Georgian art of the Middle Ages and draws parallels with the
Byzantine and modern periods. Human faith, hope, to have a protector and helper before the Lord in the form of a
healing saint can be seen in these images. | was eager to study how the artist conveys all this in the language of art.

mong the global challenges, problems related to

diseases, illnesses (including pandemics) have

always faced the society, and people of every era
have dealt with this problem in their own way. This work
is devoted to the topic of reflection of the attitude to this
issue in the art of the Middle Ages.

In Georgian fine art, since ancient times, the theme
of healing has been given great importance. Disease
sometimes becomes an obstacle on the way to glory or
falling from sin, and it is clear from the archaeological
materials that the indigenous population of Georgia
possessed certain medical knowledge and certain tools
with medical purpose. For example, small choppers
were used to drain abscess, to remove a foreign body
from a wound." A mixture of animal brain and fat found
in Sakadjia is considered a healing ointment.? In the
excavated materials of the Bronze Age and the following
period, we can already find cured bones, surgical tools:
tweezers, scalpel, sickle knife similar to ancient Roman
cephalotribes, needle, probe, etc.? Trepanned skulls have
been found in tombs of different eras in Georgia (19"-
20" centuries BC, 15"-17" centuries AD). The folk practice
of trepanation was preserved in Khevsureti, one of the
mountainous regions of Georgia, until the 1950s.*

Mindadze, Medical Culture, 2013, pp. 13.
Nioradze, 1953, pp. 59.

Mindadze, Medical Culture, 2013, pp. 13.
Ibid, pp.14.

Shengelia, 1970, pp. 32-33.

Mindadze, Medical Culture, 2013, p., 14.
Ibid.

Ibid.

O N ok w N -

Georgian and Greek mythologies are important
for the presentation of traditional Georgian medicine.
Amiran’s myth preserves references to treatment with
medicinal plants... practice of artificial incubation and
caesarean section during the birth of a premature child.®

Itis known that the main character of the myth of the
Argonauts, Medea, the daughter of the king of Colchis,
possessed the secret of making medicines, according
to sources, Medea grew medicinal plants in a specially
arranged garden.® Several medicinal plants of this
garden: laurel, cornel and others are still widely used
in Georgian folk medicine. According to ancient authors,
ancient Georgians: Colchis and Iberians used wild garlic
(Colchicum), Iris, Aconitum, Prometheus grass and others
as medicine.” In Pliny the Elder’s “Natural History” there
is information about making the best dill juice in Iberia,
the Iberians mixed it with honey and made an ointment.?

Information about the spread of medical knowledge
in medieval Georgia can be found in literary or historical
sources. So, for example, in the oldest work of Georgian
hagiographical literature, The Martyrdom of Saint
Shushanik, external and internal means for treating
traumas are mentioned: salve (ointment) and medicine.
Leonti Mroveli’s The Conversion of Kartli by St. Nino
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mentions the “artist healer”, this term then and later
meant the court physician of the ruler. The medical
manuscript books are: Unmatched Carabadin (11"
century), Book of Doctor (13" century), Medical Book of
Zaza Panaskerteli (15" century), Yadigar Daud by Davit
Bagrationi (16™ century) and others.? In general, Georgian
ethnologists have collected very rich information on
Georgian traditional medical culture. This time | will
touch on medicine and art, that is, how the theme of
healing was reflected in fine art. Initially, this theme
appears in the Gospels, Christ is mentioned as a healer,
savior of the ailing.

In the Christian art of the Middle Ages—in the
miniatures of the Gospels and in the examples of wall
paintings—the face of Christ as a miracle worker, in
particular, a healer of the sick, is preserved.

The scenes of Christ’s healing depict the texts of
the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, as
well as synaxarion (saints’ lives) lists, liturgical books.
Three scenes of healing - the texts about the blind, the
possessed and the paralytic, and correspondingly, their
illustrative miniatures are included in the liturgical
readings of the week.”

All miracle-working saints are filled with the grace
of healers, and people pray to them in times of need with
special prayers and receive relief, because the grace of
Christ as a healer, so to speak, has spread to the saints,
who are known by the name of the unmercenaries. Every
Christian knows which saint he should pray to at the time
of illness. All four Gospels tell us about Christ’s healing
of the blind, numerous times. | think, not only physical,
but spiritual, inner eye opening is meant here, transition
from the old, dark pagan age to the new, light-related
Christian faith.

Vera Bardavelidze studied the spread of the cult
of Saint Barbara in Svaneti, which was also connected
to the healing of eye diseases. According to her, it is
connected to the cult of the deity Barbar-Babar." The

9 Mindadze, Medical Culture, 2013, pp.,14-15

10 Machavariani, Georgian Manuscripts, 2012, p.,293.
11 Bardavelidze, Ancient Georgians’, 1941, p.,44.

12 Ibid., p.,47.

13 Ibid., p., 50.

14 lbid., p.,3.

15 Lexikon, 1994, bn. 5, s. 305.

16 Ibid., Lexikon, 1994, bn. 5, s.307, fig. 2.
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scientist cites very interesting ethnological passages:
“For a person suffering from eye diseases, the housewife
would bake three bread cakes separately and these
cakes would be sacrificed separately. While sacrificing
people would pray for the healing of the sick and the
return of the sight. One of the main functions of the deity
Barbal was healing. That’s why she was referred to by
the epithets Barbal the Healer and Barbal Ekmash... In
her name, people would offer fasting, heartfelt “tables”
and they prayed for protection from the “bad plague”.?
The scientist also notes that people suffering from eye
pain in Kartli or their relatives brought silver or candle
“eyeballs” to Barbale churches and prayed to Barbale to
heal their eyes. In addition, it was common among the
people of Kartli to sacrifice a rooster. The “caused” family
would release a live rooster in the name of Barbale in the
church fence or near it.”

According to the Georgian edition of the life of Saint
Barbara, she is the patron of the ailing. She enters the
bath, makes a cross on the marble niche, and abundant
water flows from it. The ailing swim in this water and are
healed like Hezekiah, lepers are cleansed like Naaman,
and the devil in fear flees from people.

Most of the images of St. Barbara in Georgian art
are preserved in Svaneti. Embossed and painted icons,
as well as examples of wall painting, have survived.
As the dictionary of iconography tells us, the saint was
represented by a round or square tower with three
windows, which symbolized the Holy Trinity and is
connected to the life of the saint, where this fact is told.®
One of the oldest images of St. Barbara is the fresco of
the Presbytery of Santa Maria Antiqua in Rome, dated
705/707, where the saint is represented in a full-body
frontal, icon-like manner.® There are also a lot of her
images on the walls of stone churches in Cappadocia,
dating back to the 11th century. Here Saint Barbara is
represented in the Byzantine tradition. Images of Saint
Barbara also appear in Byzantine miniatures. Vatic. Gr.
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1613, fol. 224; Vatic. Gr. 1156, fol. 270 r. and in the Sinai
Polykephalon and others.” Itis also found in the Nereditsa
fresco dating back to 1199, in Decani and in Western art.
One of the unusual icons is the 15th-century polyptych
with scenes of the Martyrdom of St. Barbara, preserved
in the Helsinki National Museum and others.”®

As mentioned above, images of St. Barbara in
Georgian art are mostly found in Svaneti. R. Kenia and N.
Aladashvili point out that “the majority of local (meaning
Svani L.0.) icons are written directly on the board, while
the examples of icon painting made on canvas are much
less.”®

| will focus on several images of Saint Barbara
preserved in the art of Svaneti. One of the first is an
engraved icon of leli, dated to the first third of the 11"
century, preserved in Seim.? The icon preserved in Seim
also dates back to the beginning of the 11" century,
where the enthroned Mother of God with a child and
Saint Barbara are represented together.” In the Lower
Church of the Savior of Lagham, which also dates back to
the beginning of the 11" century, on the west wall, Saint
Barbara is represented in the row of holy warriors and
holy mothers. The work of the king’s painter Teudore in
Ifrari, 1096. On the west wall, Saint Barbara is represented
next to Saint Catherine.”? The painting of the Church of
the Savior in Matskhvarishi dates back to 1140,depicts the
scene of crowning of St. Catherine, an angel crowns St.
Catherine, the saint depicted next to her is, | think, St.
Barbara.” The painting of the Upper Church of the Savior
inLagham dates back to the middle of the 14" century, with
Saint Barbara depicted on the western wall. Faris Svifi,
Jgragi Church dates back to the end of the 14" century,
where the image of St. Barbara and others are included
in the church’s decor. In addition to Svaneti, images
of Saint Barbara can be found in the 15"-16" centuries
Georgian-Greek manuscript collection (pa3Hoas. 0.1 58),
which is currently preserved in the National Library of

17 EBceeBa,AdboHckan, 1998, c. 257, Ne101.
18 Ibid., Lexikon, 1994, bn. 5, s.310, fig.4
19 Kenia, Aladashvili, Upper Svaneti, 2000, p., 29.

Russia.?* The manuscript is a liturgical collection. In all
the images mentioned above, St. Barbara is presented in
the same way, so called patrician clothing.

After Saint Barbara, the second great healing
saint found in Georgian art of the Middle Ages is Saint
Panteleimon, whose name day is celebrated by the church
on July 27. According to the dictionary of iconography,
he is often depicted together with St. Cosmas and St.
Damian.® Before discussing an example, | will pay
attention to a 13™century Sinic icon. As A. Lidov notes,
this icon is the only one in all Byzantine art that has
reached us through the life cycle of Saint Panteleimon.?
Scenes from the life of this saint have been preserved
in fragments in the painting of the narthex (1164) of
the St. Panteleimon church and two miniatures from
the Menologium manuscript in the Moscow Historical
Museum (11" century), the Sinai icon represents a unique
historical and iconographic source, as it contains 16
original well-preserved compositions.

In the center of the icon is represented St.
Panteleimon, a beautiful young man in special clothes.
In Byzantine iconography, this garment was used for a
series of healing saints. In Greek, it was called Andrgyroi
(unmercenary), as unlike practicing doctors, they never
accepted money. The representation of the saint as a
great martyr and a truly healing saint is indicated by the
martyr cross, which he holds in his right hand, and in his
left hand, a small box for medicines, attention is drawn
to the processing, the small box is equated with a golden
reliquary, decorated with precious stones and a large
cross. The vessel with “milk” is widely known, which
according to a legend, St. Panteleimon poured instead of
blood during the torture of the Great Martyr.

In Georgian art, the image of St. Panteleimon can be
found in the 15" -16" centuries. In the Georgian-Greek
manuscript collection (pasnoas. 0. 58), his image is
included in Menaion, he is in the form of a young man, in

20 Sakvarelidze, Alibegashvili, Georgian Blacksmithery, 1980, fig. 25.

21 Chichinadze, Middle Ages, 2011, p., 96, fig. 2.

22 Anapawsunu, Ann6erawsunu, Bonbckaa, usonucHaa, 1983, 33-55.

23 Kenia, Middle Ages, 2019, p.116.

24 EsceeBa,AdoHcKan, 1998. Story of one manuscript, 2012.
25 Lexikon, 1994, bn.8, s.112.

26 Jlnpos, Busantuitckne nkonsl, 1999,¢.112.
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his right hand he is holding something similar to a spear,
mavybe a reed, and in his left, he is holding an unknown
object.

Even today, among other icons, the parishioners who
enter the churches are greeted by the icon of a beautiful
young man, Saint Panteleimon, who holds a medicine box
in his hands, and believers pray and beg him for health
and healing.

Saints Cosmas and Damian are also known by the
name of unmercenary Andrgyroi. Pairs of their images
can be found in the decor of churches, in miniatures of
manuscripts, on icons. One of the earliest samples is the
mosaic of Thessaloniki St. George’s Church dating back
to 379/957. The icon of Catherine’s Monastery of Sinai,
dating back to 1100 years, attracts attention, where the
saints: Cosmas, Theodotus, Damian and Panteleimon
are represented together. All three unmercenary healers
hold a cane (perhaps a spear?) in their right hand, while
St. Panteleimon holds a small box for medicine. St.
Theodotus is represented, like the saints, with a cross in
her right hand, and the palm of her left hand is directed
towards the praying person (she is the mother of St.
Cosmas and St. Damian).?®

The images of Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian can
be found on the windows of the altar of the Holy Trinity
in Kazreti dating from the 13" century.” Unfortunately, it
remains fragmented today. They are also represented
in the Georgian-Greek manuscript collection mentioned
above. F. 85r; 120 r. and at 82r, holding boxes of healing
items.

Thus, in the Middle Ages in Georgian art, against the
background of Byzantine, healing saints were actively
depicted, and the performance art of these images, the
manner of execution, by which the masters presented
them to us in a special, solemn way, is also worth noting.
Which is expressed in the active use of gold and light
colors, in the virtuoso performance of figure drawing.
Let’s say the image of St. Barbara always occupies the
western wall in the church space, which the believer
knows without a doubt, so that he can pray in front of
her.

Praying with icons for healing has not lost its
importance and now, when the Covid epidemic was

27 Lexikon,1994, bn. 7, s. 346, fig. 1.
28 1bid., Lexikon,1994, bn. 7, s. 346, fig. 2.
29 Skhirtladze, Painting of the Altar, 1981, p., 86.
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raging, the icon painter Tamar Gochiashvili wrote and
the goldsmith Giorgi (Gegi) Kurdiani engraved the icon
with 15 saints, as they tell us, the idea of creating this
icon appeared at the beginning of a new pandemic in the
world. According to them, the world remembers many
epidemics, and our attention was drawn to the circulation
of those saints who worked during these epidemics, or
are considered patrons during the epidemic. There were
quite a lot of such, both in the bosom of the Eastern and
Western Church, it was quite difficult to even distinguish
them. Finally, we stopped at 15 saints who have special
merits during epidemics. Moreover, some of them were
not only physically and spiritually helpful to their people,
but even performed the work of epidemiologists. Some
of them were even doctors, of course, all of them are
mainly considered as healers. | will stop at the main icon,
which depicts St. Gregory the Great, Bishop of Rome
(1604), with the image of the Mother of God in his hand,
which was called the “Salvation of the People” after the
famous miracle, when Gregory the Great organized a
prayer procession with the image of the Mother of God
on one of the central bridges in Rome, and the Archangel
Michael killed the The devil of the plague with his sword
and Rome was freed from this epidemic. On the edge
of the icon are also depicted saints blessed with the
grace of healers: St. Spyridon of Trimithuntial (+63), St.
Righteous Lazarus, St. Priest-martyr Khaarlambos, Bishop
of Magnesia (+202), St. High Priest Riginos (1+362), St.
Zotike (1350) high priest of Constantinople, St. Martyr
Sebastian Roman (1287), St. King Edwin (+633), St. Alexi
Shushania (11923), St. Anthony the Great (+356), St. Alex
the Divine (1411), St. Nikephoros Lepros (leper +1964), St.
Quirine Roman Martyr (+150), St. Boniface (t672) and St.
Dimitri of Thessalonica (+306). As we can see, this icon
is composed of healing saints working in different times,
which were created in an old, traditional manner.

Thus, | tried to briefly touch on such a vast and very
interesting topic as the images of healing saints in art.
Together, | collected Georgian (as well as Byzantine)
material from ancient times to the present, and the fact
emerged that over the centuries, the topic of cures was
given more and special importance, people believed that
they could be protected from it by prayer.
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