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IMAGES OF DANCERS AND MUSICIANS
IN MEDIEVAL GEORGIAN PAINTING
AND THEIR REFLECTIONS

IN THE CULTURAL SETTING

OF THE 19™-20™ CENTURIES

Lali Osepashvili

Key words: Svetitskhoveli, Georgian art, medieval art, psalms, performance, Samaia, dance, Cristoforo de
Castelli, ballet, Vakhtang Chabukiani

This paper examines the portrayal of dancing women and young musicians in the psalm scene on the south wall of
Svetitskhoveli, a depiction that has provoked scholarly and artistic debate for centuries. The research accentuates
how an artwork can substantially shape reality and cultural context, introducing a certain novelty and inspiring

artistic creativity in later eras.

with the historical narrative of Georgia, sharing

the cruel fate of the country. Invaders would first
raid the cathedral and destroy sacred objects: crosses,
icons and books. Today, when observers contemplate its
interiar, they are infused with a single sensation: What
has become of the magnificent paintings once adorning
its walls? The gallery of the paintings of Georgian kings
occupied this space, beginning with Vakhtang Gorgasa-
li and others'. Unfortunately, only the fragments of the
old paintings, scattered throughout the church, remain
today with the later, 17"-century paintings. Particular
emphasis was placed on the open composition on the
south wall depicting Psalms 148-149-150, embodying
the motif of Let everything that hath breath praise the
Lord. Praise ye the Lord (Psalm 150:6). However, when
following the sequence, neither Andrey Muravyov not
Anton Natroshvili, whose books currently serve as first-
hand sources on the topic of the Svetitskhoveli Cathedral
painting, give particulars regarding the painting on the
south wall. Scholars of the 20" century find this painting
especially intriguing. Nevertheless, unfortunately, there

The Svetitskhovli Cathedral has been interwaoven

1 bbot@msdg, dsbogngde, 2016, 33. 245-283.
2 33060b5830em0, Jotornemo, 1961, g3. 399.

is no monograph on the topic. In the carpet-like composi-
tion, depictions of kings, musician men, dancing women
and others are presented in accordance with medieval
artistic conventions. Among these, the figures of dancing
women have captivated observers for centuries, inspiring
various interpretations. Motifs from secular and ecclesi-
astical art intertwine seamlessly, creating a vivid scene
that transports viewers to the everyday life of that era.
At the forefront are three young women figures. Others,
in the background, are isocephalic. Shalva Amiranashvili
connects these figures with the dance Samaia based on
the delicate dance techniques and traditional costumes?

This mural has captivated other scholars, includ-
ing theater historians, choreologists, art historians and
others. Fascinating viewpoints have emerged. Notably,
without the painters’ (Grigori Gagarin, Evgeni Pskoviti-
nov, Shalva Kikodze) interest and dedication to creating
copies of dancing women, this mural may not have gained
recognition. It is difficult for modern researchers to orient
and define them when drawing final conclusions.

In addition, with the inspiration of this mural, the
dance Samaia, inspired by this mural, was staged in the
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20" century. In 1938, Vakhtang Chabukiani performed the
dance Samaia in the first Georgian ballet Heart of the
Mountains or Mzechabuki. As Lili Gvaramadze writes,
“Chabukiani choreographed the mural Samaia on the
south wall of the Svetitskhovli Cathedral.” Samaia is a
purely theatrical dance®. Before discussing the stage em-
bodiment of this dance, it is appropriate to overview the
historical perspective of dance-performance in Georgia
in the Middle Ages and later in the 19" century.

In medieval Georgia, depictions of dancers are pre-
dominantly found in religious manuscripts, particularly il-
lustrations to the Psalms: in these manuscripts, dancers
are included in the scenes of the anointing of Solomon
as king; in the Gospels, they are depicted in the scenes
of Salome’s Dance. These manuscripts are mainly pre-
served in Korneli Kekelidze Georgian National Centre
of Manuscripts: the Jruchi Book of Psalm dated the 13"
-15" centuries (H-1665)" and 18"-century Book of Psalms
(H-913)* as well as the Synaxarion dated 1030 (A-648),
the Gelati Gospels (Q-908)¢, the Second Gospel of Jruchi
( H-1667), the 1300-year-old Mokvi Gospels (Q-902)’, 1674
Zhamn-Gulan of Kanchaeti (H-1452) and others. Also,
most secular manuscripts are of late periods and depict
the Middle Eastern lifestyle and culture. It is also por-
trayed in the paintings of Bethania®, Zarzma®, Tsalenjik-
ha" and others.

In the painting samples above, dance techniques,
plasticity, and gracefulness of figures clearly indicate the
existence of dance traditions in ancient Georgia, those
conveyed and preserved through the language of fine art,
though also passed down through oral tradition, natu-
rally.

In scientific literature, the figures of dancing women
depicted in the lower part on the southern wall of the

3 3g0o6edsdy, goboymo, 1957, ag., 48.
4 dggmo spmgdal, 2016, 33., 164; 176.

5 Ibid,, p., 165.

6 §dowse mmbmego, 2012,33., 67.

7 3mggal bobstgds, 2015, 3., 102-103.
8 20bgmody, Jotrornmo, 2018, ag., 521.

Svetitskhovli Cathedral are well represented and high-
lighted. While it is true that the colors of the paintings
have since faded, rendering them rather muted, there
remains potential for restoration of their original com-
position. Notably, the coloring of Svetitskhovli’s surviv-
ing 17"-century paintings are monochromatic and do not
stand out with bright, vivid colors. Nor do they create a
heavenly or transcendental environment. Instead, they
evoke a more epic, narrative quality, if one were to dis-
cern.

As previously mentioned, in the 19" century, artists
created copies of images of the Svetitskhovli dancing
women. Prince Grigory Gagarin, an artist and architect
who painted the Thilisi Sioni Cathedral and its iconos-
tasis, and the curtain of Karvasla Theater, was among
the first to undertake this endeavor. He created the al-
bum The Spectacular Caucasus." He selected and paint-
ed three figures of dancing women from the multi-figure
composition. Researchers argue that Gagarin propagated
a misconception regarding the content of this mural. Ac-
cording to Shalva Amiranashvili, Gagarin’s pictures are
far from the style of the original®. Dimitri Janelidze notes
that Gagarin’s drawing from the Mtskheta mural shows
three figures unjustifiably torn from the overall compo-
sition, creating a false idea about the mural’s content,”
also opining that, in 1910-1913, artist Yevgeny Pskovitinov
commissioned the Historical and Ethnographic Society of
Georgia to recreate the face of the Svetitskhovli mural,
however, he too followed Gagarin’s lead, copying only
the women’s dance from the mural’s complex scene™
The researcher continues that “not even artist Shalva
Kikodze’s work helped the case.” Traditionally, Kikodze
based his portrayal of the three dancing women not on
the fresco itself, but rather on Gagarin’s album. The artist
dedicated this work to composer Zakaria Paliashvili, and

9 [Nmwanenunae, [pysunckuii, 1959, fig. 89; Gvaramadze, Georgian, 1957, p. 107.

10 Fogmgbzobs, 2011, @od., 98.

11 Gagarin, Le Caucase, 1845-1857.

12 530tsbo830amo, Jotorgamo, (.1, 1944, 3., 3.
13 2bgamady, Jobrogao, 2018, 33., 183.

14 Ibid.
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subsequently housed in the Theater Museum of Geor-
gia.”®

In 1938, at a grand exhibition of folk scenes in Thilisi,
Shalva Kikodze’s graphic paintings were presented under
the common name Fragments from the Frescoes of the
Svetitskhovli Cathedral of Mtskheta. In their article dis-
cussing the female figures depicted in Shalva Kikodze’s
work, scientists Irine Abesadze and Mary Matsaberidze
suggest that this name may have referred to the curator
of the exhibition rather than the long-deceased artist.®
As the researchers note, these works are currently pre-
served in the State Museum of Theater, Music, Cinema
and Choreography of Georgia, Fine Arts Fund.”

The fact that Samaia is depicted in the composition
included in the painting on the south wall of Svetitskhovli
sparks debate among scientists and antiquities. Delving
into these arguments would reaffirm the composition’s
notable status. This article endeavors to examine the
historical trajectory of the dance Samaia.

As mentioned above, in 1938 Vakhtang Chabukiani
included the dance Samaia in the first Georgian ballet,
Heart of the Mountains or Mzechabuki. The figures of
dancing women from the Svetitskhovli mural became a
kind of inspiration for the birth of a new dance.

The script for Samaia was penned by the renowned
Georgian poet Giorgi Leonidze, with musical composition
by Andria Balanchivadze, conducted by Evgeni Mikeladze.
Solomon Virsaladze undertook the artistic design, while
Vakhtang Chabukiani assumed the role of ballet master.
Could there be a better choice?® Mariana Oakley high-
lights Virsaladze’s meticulous portrayal of the era’s char-
acteristic traits and the national essence of the people in

Ibid.

0dgbody, dogodgmady, Jomoal gnmin,2010, 33., 89.

Ibid., p., 89. Currently the Palace of Arts of Georgia.

6O ®030d30emo, 39330L, 1960, 33.,103.

19 beygmogem godbsgmsdg 110, 2019, g3., 17.

20 Bgdoghodg, 20bg39emady, 3ob{Hoba dodngnsba 100, 2010, ag.,17.

o N o o1

the ballet’s artistic decoration. Virsaladze’s emphasis on
the shared legendary-poetic origins of the theme is evi-
dent in the decorations, fostering an emotional ambiance
suited for a romantic legend. The decoration scheme re-
flects a pursuit of vibrant color “movement,” a feature
foreshadowing subsequent artistic periods.”

Heart of the Mountains marked the debut of 28-year-
old Vakhtang Chabukiani as an independent ballet mas-
ter, premiering in the Leningrad Opera and Ballet Theat-
er.In a 1937 newspaper statement, Chabukiani expressed
his intent to base his ballet on Georgian folk material,
stating, “I am embarking on the creation of a ballet per-
formance rooted in national Georgian folk creativity.”®
He described Heart of the Mountains as his inaugural
venture as a ballet master, a milestone imbuing him with
a sense of liberation and inspiration. These words pro-
vide valuable insight into the context within which to
interpret the work, offering a glimpse into the artist’s
intentions and motivations.

The ballet’s libretto, authored by the renowned poet
Giorgi Leonidze, gathers significant interest among schol-
ars and enthusiasts alike. Only photographic remnants
of the performances featuring Jarji (portrayed by Vakh-
tang Chabukiani) and Manizhe (played by T. Vecheslova)
have survived, along with stage decorations captured in
photographs and depicted in sketches by artist Soliko
Virsaladze. Unfortunately, no other surviving materi-
als directly document the dance Samaia. Consequently,
scholarly discussions predominantly center around the
theatrical representation of Samaia within the broader
context of the ballet.”

Among the reviews and correspondence from the

21 The action of the ballet starts at the spring with a lyrical scene. It is a wonderful spring day. Georgian women come down
from the mountains with pitchers and gather at the spring. Among them is the prince’s daughter Manizhe. The ambiance has be-
come more fun and lively, however Manizhe is sad and her dance is saddening. No one knows why Manizhe is so melancholic and
what worries her. The women have filled their pitchers, it’s time to go home. Manizhe lags behind the women, the sound of the
hunters’ trumpets is heard from the mountains, the hunter Jarji comes down from the mountains with the skin of a killed buck on
his shoulder. His appearance made Manizhe nervous. At the first glance, a web of love spread between these creatures, but they
are from different social strata. One is the daughter of a lord, and the other is a simple hunter. They are as different from each
other as a feudal castle is from a simple peasant’s hut. Lovers break up. They feel that their happiness does not have a future,
etc. The short text | brought from the libretto of Heart of the Mountains makes it clear that the ballet master tried to build the first
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era, a particularly intriguing piece is the input by Geor-
gian folk dance master lliko Sukhishvili, published in the
September 29, 1938 issue of Leningradskaya Pravda. In
his article, Sukhishvili lauds the director (V. Chabukiani)
for his adept preservation of national essence while ad-
hering closely to the musical score. Sukhishvili notes
Chabukiani’s incorporation of sacred dances as founda-
tional elements imbued with folk authenticity, skillfully
harmonizing these traditional motifs within a classical
framework.?

Here, we must highlight Lili Gvaramadze’s descrip-
tion of the stage presentation of the dance Samaia. Ac-
cording to her, the dance involves a formation of three
rows, with three dancers in each, featuring a soloist in
the center wielding a daf. The performance culminates
with the dancers rising onto their toes while holding
headgears in hand. The basic position of the hands is the
same as in the fresco above (referring to Svetitskhov-
li’s—L.0.), the basic movement of the foot is “walk” and
various movements terre a terre. Notably, the soloist’s
dance is depicted as a multifaceted composition, metic-
ulously preserving the national essence throughout.”

It becomes evident that a work of art possesses the
power to profoundly influence reality, the cultural land-
scape, and the sociocultural sphere. It can introduce
novelty, inspiring the emergence of new artistic spirits
in subsequent eras, thus giving rise to fresh values and
traditions. For instance, Vakhtang Chabukiani’s ballet
miniature, Samaia featured in Heart of the Mountains,
composed by Andria Balanchivadze, stands as a testa-
ment to this phenomenon. Following its creation, this
dance found its place in the repertoire of the Geargian
National Ballet Sukhishvilebi and various other choreo-
graphic ensembles.”

An interesting aspect worth noting is the work of
Cristoforo de Castelli, a learned orientalist who served as
amissionary in Georgia from 1627 to 1654. Despite lacking
artistic proficiency, his sketches offer a valuable glimpse
into the lives of Georgians during that time. Of particular
interest to us are the depictions of dance, which feature

figures drawn from everyday life. We believe that such
sketches enable scientists to draw meaningful conclu-
sions, making them an important source of inspiration.
The dance scenes captured in these sketches, along with
the elegance of the dancers and the musical instruments
portrayed, are a true reflection of the prevailing social
environment and are not merely products of the artist’s
imagination. Simultaneously, it is crucial to acknowledge
that during that period, the artistic landscape in Georgia
was notably vibrant and advanced.

In the sketches by Cristoforo de Castelli, we find de-
pictions of a “young woman playing a changi harp” and
a “man playing a changi harp.” What’s intriguing about
both sketches is the similarity of the instrument, the
changi harp.

As noted earlier, the Svetitskhovli mural showcases
depictions of musicians alongside the more extensive-
ly discussed dancing girls. These young musicians are
portrayed with what appear to be trumpets, positioned
next to youthful female figures. Despite receiving less
attention than their dancing counterparts, Tinatin Kaukh-
chishvili has, on multiple occasions over different years,
published the corpus of Greek inscriptions, including
those found within the frescoes of Svetitskhovli. Notably,
accompanying the frescoes of interest are Greek inscrip-
tions quoting Psalms 150: Praise him with trumpets and
music (Ps. 150:4), Praise him with the sound of the trum-
pet” (Ps. 150:3), with the psaltery and harp (Ps. 150:3).%
This biblical reference highlights a variety of musical in-
struments. The directive from the prophet to glorify the
Lord with such instruments is understood metaphorical-
ly, encompassing our minds, souls, hearts, deeds, words,
and thoughts.” It is evident that the sociocultural context
plays a pivotal role in shaping these representations.
Music historians would find it particularly intriguing to
delve into the study of these instruments, adding clar-
ity to the interpretation of Svetitskhovli’s fresco. Nino
Chikhladze’s observation holds significance; she sug-
gests that this composition, unique among Georgian wall
paintings depicting Psalms 148-150, featuring a chorus of

Georgian ballet on national motifs.

22 lbid., p. 117.

23 agotodady, godornma, 1957,33., 48-49.
24 gobhodzoemo, dgédbnmo, 2009, g3., 218.
25 d0dmoy, (.8, 2020, a3., 451.
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dancers, musicians, and singers, was purposefully craft-
ed for Svetitskhovli.”

Investigating a recurring topic in scientific literature
across various disciplines, we delved into the origins of
dance traditions in our country, a subject vividly illustrat-
ed in the Svetitskhovli Cathedral. Through this explora-
tion, it became evident that these traditions have roots
going back to earlier periods, deeply ingrained within
our historical and sociocultural fabric. The artistry of the
dancers, their fluid movements, graceful gestures, and
rhythmic precision, are all direct reflections of the tangi-
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