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HEALING MYSTERIES IN GEORGIA:

Georgian stage choreography.

tis known for a fact that, in archaic societies, any un-
explainable phenomenon, event, including health-re-
lated issues, was ascribed by man to the will of reli-
gious entities. “Folk medicine encompassed magical and
faith healing techniques alongside empiric and rational
methods. In a number of cases, these religious beliefs
and perceptions reflect proper observation of various
diseases on the part human beings, while many ways
of magical and faith healing have been identified and
shown as quite effective in particular settings.”?

Georgian ritual practices identify two types of “per-
sons” ailing because of religious reasons: damizezebu-
li-khatis dacherili (basically, punished by a khati® with
sickness for various offenses) and sakhadiani avadm-
kopi (patients with infectious diseases). “Besides rituals
related to the cult of batonebi and khatis mizezi (khati
disciplining)—those most widespread in Georgia—there
have been various other healing and religious rites, in-
cantations, etc.”

What draws our attention in these rituals is that they
are classified into the group of women’s dance myster-
ies. The social space of that time, and religious rituals
among them, clearly define the role of a woman. “In the
mountainous areas of East Georgia, playing the pan-

BATONEBI" RITUAL

Levan Aliashvili

Keywords: Healing Mysteries, Ritual, Dance, Song

"Batonebi Ritual" held against infectious diseases belongs to the research issues of Georgian folk choreography.
The mentioned ritual is a sample of syncretic art, which points to its archaic arigins. In the "Gentlemen's Ritual" we
find the ancient tradition of gathering and circling, in which women's dance forms, unknown to women, are used for

duri plucked instrument for those ailing fell within the
exclusive purview of women. In Pshavi, plunking on the
panduri for measles patients was a must, though sing-
ing was optional. The sounds of the instrument were
believed to pacify the batonebi, and this had a soothing
effect on the patient.” The batonebi ritual are pivotal in
our nation’s cultural and religious life—among others, it
puts the spotlight on women’s medical activities since
ancient times.

As an important part of practical worship, a religious
ritual implies producing favorable outcomes, with assis-
tance from supernatural forces, based on strictly defined
sacred actions.

The intensity of the sacred mystery most likely de-
pended on the severity of the patient’s condition. The
worse the patient felt, the more intense, passionate the
ritual’s performance would become, and so would the
obedience pledged to the batonebi by the high priest/
priestess and his/her retinue.

In the process of research, we delved into various
healing rituals and practices found in different countries,
including our immediate neighborhood. In her scien-
tific research, Healing Magic and Viral Infections, Irine
Modebadze discusses the recorded history of measles

1 Batonebi (lords or masters in the Georgian language) is an umbrella vernacular term for children's infectious dis-
eases, such as measles, scarlet fever, chickenpox, whooping cough, and others.

2 3obodg, 983308 060393006 830 dYOMD OZ83Batgdmo Fab-hggnmgdgde, 1979, ¢. 20, ag. 122.

3 Khati: literally, an icon in the Georgian language; in a broader sense, a sacred place, shrine, niche, or holy object, dedicated to

a particular saint or deity, or even a saint or deity himself/herself.

4 Bgbggmos, dogondo dgogobol ndzgmgbo godmbsdmygde, 2022, 33. 41.

5 hogogody, gotorgamo dnbogsmaco gmagammmoal, 2009, g3. 11.
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and its geographical distribution. It turns out that mea-
sles was first recorded/classified in China, and, as the
scientist asserts, “it spread along the route from Asia to
Europe in the course of several centuries.” In the same
vein, N. Antelava’s work, The Myths and Rituals of the
Caucasian Peoples,® describes the local ways of treat-
ing infectious diseases and some of the related rites and
customs pretty much across the entire Caucasus. Based
on the materials collected by us so far, we may assert
that the origin of diseases links to religious thought in
almost every ethnic group, with various types of ritual
performances, songs, sacrifices, incantation, and others
documented. The presence of the art of dance, however,
is not as clear, if not absent altogether.

Importantly, a proper way for solving a problem must
be in place. With an effective way at hand, it takes root
in concrete social space on its own and, at the same
time, exhibits idiosyncratic characteristics, in line with
human requirements, in its development. In our case,
the batonebi ritual, as an all-Georgian pagan ritual per-
formance, displays provincial peculiarities. Notahly, be-
sides the sacral part of the given performance, the cho-
reographic plasticity of the performers is underpinned
by diverse musical accompaniments and myriad local,
provincial dance variations. Ritual performances show
clear signs of artistic thought, a synthesis of religious
worldviews and creative thinking. After the inauguration
of ritual performances in society, a “practical product” of
sorts is accumulated for a certain creative “architectural
complex” to build on it.

The batonebi ritual, specifically important to folk
dance researchers, is an example of syncretic art born in
the bosom of ancient Georgian civilization, with the art
of dance used for magical and religious purposes. And
this goes to show that religious and ritual performances
have played a vital role in treating diseases since time
immemorial. The batonebi ritual, and the corresponding
perkhuli round dance, are described in detail by Georgian
ethnographer and scientist Vera Bardavelidze:

“A significant characteristic aspect of the cult of
batonebi involves rituals of designating a sacrifice and
proceeding/gathering by the head of (tavshemovieba)
or standing in a circle around (garshemovieba) a patient

with an infectious disease, by way of which the wor-
shippers of the batonebi would make a circle around the
patient and proceed around the child while carrying var-
ious offerings and sacrificial animals. Thus, only a circle
would be made around those afflicted by batonebi, or,
additionally, a set of offerings for batonebi would be car-
ried. These include white coins and white goats or kids,
also designated animals: cows, oxen, calves, and lambs,
which were subsequently painted red and adorned with
red pieces of cloth. It is known for a fact that slaughter-
ing poultry and animals designated for deities was strict-
ly prohibited. After the patient recovered, animals would
be kept at home, and domestic fow! would be freed and
allowed to fly through the defensive wall of Saint Bar-
bara’s Church.

Proceeding around the patient was another com-
mon practice. This procession consisted of the mother
of the child with an infectious disease, the high priest
for batonebi, also known as batonebis mamida, meaning
the aunt of batonebi, or mebodishe, i.e. one who offers
apologies or atones), also the relatives and neighbors of
the patient. The participants, dancing and singing, would
proceed around the patient on one side. On the other,
there were women—dressed variably in white or red, of-
ten with their dresses open in the chest, or bare-chested
altogether, and sometimes completely naked—kneeling,
on all fours, and crawling. There were also other women
dressed in attires of the same color or completely in the
nude, some with yokes of vines, woven twigs, or made of
iron, carrying lit beeswax candles or small lanterns in the
palms of their hands.””

Further information about the rituals involving pro-
cessions around patients is provided by N. Mindadze,
who describes this ritual as found in concrete regions
of Georgia:

“An ancient tradition of proceeding around the head
of the patient is found in Kartli and Kakheti. The moth-
er or grandmother of a child with measles would bare
her chest and—on all fours, with her breasts touching
the ground—crawl three times around the patient’s bed,
saying all the while: Forgive us for our negligence, for-
give!’ During the ritual, they address the Earth: ‘O Mother
Earth, | will be your mother as long as you forgive us, only

6 dmgdedy 0., badgnmbomm dogos o gotgbymo 0bggdsos, 2020, ag. 819.
7 doksggmody, dgobmgmo (bgsbnmo) boFgbm ghogognmo bymmgbgdol bodydgde, 1953, 3. 129-130.
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make my child well.” In this ritual, the mother is symbol-
ically brought to the altar of the Earth deity instead of
her child.”®

Clearly, the attitudes of religious entities account for
human ailments here. Human beings blame themselves
only hypothetically, for negligence in performing reli-
gious duties or breaking divine laws.

Dramaturgical analysis of the batonebi ritual, its
exposition part shows preparations undertaken in the
household. It is imperative to pick cattle or poultry to be
offered to the batonebi, also to prepare a gift basket for
them, and create a proper atmosphere in the patient’s
quarters by using the right colors to adorn it and then
decorate it.

After the preparation part is over, the participants,
holding different offerings—one of them likely to have an
animal on a leash or a bird in hand—take position around
the patient, marking in this way the beginning of the rit-
uals of gathering around the head of (tavshemovieba) or
in a circle around (garshemovleba) the patient. The fav-
shemovleba tradition was quite widespread in various
corners of Georgia. After participation in this ritual, cat-
tle were considered designated to be sacrificed to one
or another salotsavi. Various types of sacrifice, such as
oxen, cows, sheep, roosters, etc., have been identified.”
Making three circles around the house of worship as part
of a sacred performance is not a rare sight. In this case,
however, the performance takes place around an ailing
child, and this, of course, makes this act somewhat sym-
bolic.

According to E. Gelashvili, the participants’ align-
ment in a circle around a patient stands for protecting
the person inside the circle. “Thus, the circular proces-
sion and the performance of round dances as part of the
batonebi ritual, also the practice of tying oval amulets
around the neck in times of illness, are indicative of the
protective function applied to the person inside the cir-
cle, and of astral symbols.”®

Similar to other pagan religious mysteries, the ba-
tonebi ritual also requires its participants to experience

8 d0bsdg, g3trm3gmo dobombyhgdol 3bmdgde, 2020, 33. 99.
9 agmosdzomo, m®bsdgbhymo boddmmogs, 2014, g3. 64.

10 One of the local names of Christian Saint George in Georgia.

T hogogady, obob. 6s86mda, ag. 28.
12 Hohogs, Joborgmo gmazmmérnmo bobsbomdgdal, 3. 111.
13 Hohoge, sbsb. badmmdo, g3. 121.

religious ecstasy. The somewhat out-of-bounds behavior
found in ancient religious mysteries is indicative of un-
stable psycho-emotional state. This serves the purpose
of proving one’s commitment, obedience, and service to
religious entities. Next only to the initial mind frame, i.e.
proper outlook, dance was the main way to reach this
ecstatic state—as clearly evidenced by the bondswom-
an of Tetri Giorgi (White George).” Those in said psy-
cho-emotional state of mind would find it easy to bare
their breasts and perform in what seems on the surface
to be an “embarrassing” pose, because the “greatness”
of the cause eclipses human modesty.

Besides graphic symbolism, no less important is to
identify symbols conveyed through colors in the batonebi
ritual. “Dancers, singers, instrumentalists, and other par-
ticipants of the ritual wore attires of bright, vibrant colors
(red/white).”" In terms of color symbolism, interesting in-
formation is found in Avtandil Chachava’s thesis: “The
color white symbolizes integrity, blamelessness, im-
maculacy, piety, virginal chastity, divine purity among
most peoples of the world.”™” Thus, we may assert that
the color white is seen as one superior to the universe,
seemingly fit only for the abode of divine beings.

Equally noteworthy is the use of the color red in the
ritual for painting the sacrifices above and decorating
the interior or the costumes of the participants. On one
hand, this may be ascribed to the red rash on the body
of a measles patient. On the other, it may stem from the
religious views found in ancient human beliefs and per-
ceptions. “Red dye (ochre) was used for the surviving Ice
Age cave paintings depicting hunting scenes. Early man
sprinkled drops of the color of blood (red) on everything
designated to be ‘enlivened,” ‘brought to life.” It is also
known that Neanderthals applied ochre powder on the
faces of their departed. To conclude, blood—or the color
red as its substitute—was identified in the minds of pre-
historic human beings with the soul.”™ We have reason
to believe that the color red, as used in the batonebi ritu-
al, is associated with blood and early pagan sacrifices.
Because every offering is initially white, and is dyed only
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later, the color red in this case is a priori associated with
the blood of the sacrifice. Notably, dying eggs in Christi-
anity is a symbol of the Blood of Christ.

As mentioned earlier, the intensity of the ritual de-
pended on the severity of the patient’s condition. Vera
Bardavelidze’s account clearly describes the dance per-
formance and its sequence. Interestingly, the dance starts
with signing and chanting performed by bare-chested or
naked women. Then action is taken over by movements
on all fours, kneeling, or crawling. We believe that the
baring of breasts or stripping naked became necessary
only if the procession with singing and dancing proved
ineffective, so movements on all fours, kneeling, or
crawling were put to use only if it became necessary.
We believe that this expanded form of ritual would only
be natural in extreme cases.

Besides general organization, there was a kind of
dance-related “order” underpinned by its musical accom-
paniment. Dances were likely to employ simple moves.
Hand gestures were intentional, and moves from every-
day life were in sync with the overall dynamic, because
the ritual is a strictly defined cycle of moves, not a mix of
chaotic maneuvers. In contrast to the other participants,
one character from the batonebi ritual is designated as
High Priest of Batonebi, the same as Batonebis Mamida
(Aunt of Batonebi) or Mebodishe (Apologist), and may
fairly and reasonably be considered the ritual’s leader,
especially since perkhuli round dances with leading parts
are not alien to Georgian choreography. Interesting in-
sight into this topic is provided by N. Mindadze: “The pro-
cession around the patient involved dances performed by
the child’s mother, grandmother, aunt, or a mebodishe
invited just for this purpose. Sometimes the dancers
would strip naked to entertain the child and make him/
her laugh. And this meant that the angels too would be
entertained, subsequently having a change of heart, so
the child would be cured. Positive changes of mood and
emotions might have had a healing impact on patients to
lead them out of crisis.”™ The Mebodishe, as a special
guest of the ritual, is a very important character. Clearly,
these must have been persons with special skills, spe-

14 Bobsdg, gobmzggmo bogmbol hthowogogme, 2013, g3. 226.

cialists of sorts who could solve particular issues arising
in the community based on accepted beliefs and per-
ceptions. In this case too, the invited Mebodishe is in a
way a high priest/priestess or someone with experience
tackling such issues, a person hailed by the public as a
kadagi, meene, or mesultane.® We believe that it was
the Mebodishe who defined the ritual’s order, particular
moves, and whether or not the participants would strip
naked and proceed on all fours or kneeling.
Undoubtedly, dancing naked calls for a special kind
of dance plasticity. Needless to say, there is a difference
between proceeding kneeling and on all fours, the former
meaning a position in which the body is supported by
a knee or the knees, and the latter standing for a posi-
tion with one’s knees, feet, and hands on the ground. As
for crawling, it is perceived as moving forward on one’s
hands and knees, dragging the body close to the ground.
We believe that this ritual was performed away from
the public eye, especially the male population. Although
there are no records of participants losing conscience,
they are clearly in a state of ecstasy. The fact of wom-
en stripping bare and coming in contact with the ground
stems from the mysteries related to ancient fertility cult.
As for dancing with lit lanterns in the palms of the hands,
itis perceived as the ritual’s circumambulation part.
Gripping information about the batonebi ritual’s
dances and their peculiarities is provided by Otar Chi-
javadze: “Generally, this chant is performed slowly,
sometimes to instrumental accompaniment (panduri
or chonguri plucked instrument, chianuri bowed instru-
ment). As for dances, line and circle perkhuli round danc-
es were performed, also the Kartuli (Georgian) dance,
tamashi moves including dogtrotting, jumping, squatting.
Some participants danced and sang dressed in ragged
clothing or completely naked.”® The circle round dances
mentioned here are by definition considered garshemov-
leba or tavshemovleba processions around or by the head
of the patient, respectively. As for the Kartuli dance, we
believe that this comparison makes it akin to the dance
of a bondswoman. On the other hand, this approach may
derive from the simplicity of authentic art. It is less like-

15 All three terms refer to one who practices kadagoba: literally, preaching in the Georgian language, though in this case the
term refers to necromancy, summoning and communicating with the spirits of the departed. Thus, these terms may be translated

as mediums.
16 hogegsedg, obob. bsdmmdo, 3. 10.
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ly that the Kartuli dance mentioned by 0. Chijavadze is
the Kartuli (Georgian) Dance in its modern sense, i.e. as
staged today. Overall, the dance forms, particular dances,
and performance characteristics from Chijavadze’s de-
scription perfectly match the definitions of dance moves
found in Georgian choreographic terminology, and it is
safe to assert that the centuries-old history and culture
of the Georgian nation underpins the richness of the art
of dance in our country.

The batonebi ritual, given its specifics, is one of the
finest examples of dance mysteries performed by wom-
en. It boasts multilayered choreographic plasticity in-
corporating both perkhuli round dance performance and
circle dances on the floor. Notably, no handhold round
dance is mentioned. If the bondswoman of Tetri Giorgi
(White George) is a high priestess, a protagonist out-
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