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Lali Osepashvili

The Image of the Virgin with Child in the Painting
of the Western Tympanum of Svetitskhoveli
and the Question of Its Donor

Summary

The aim of this paper is to study the composition of the Virgin with Child depicted on
the western tympanum of Svetitskhoveli Cathedral. Not much has been written abo-
ut the icon in scientific literature. Researchers associated the image with the famous
Portaitissa Icon from the Iveron Monastery on Mount Athos. However, no thorough re-
search exists. The inscription in Mkhedruli script mentions that the entire gate was re-
novated by Varlam Exarchos (a Georgian by origin, son of David, the Duke of Ksani),
and also records the date: October 1, 1813. I believe that, at the time, the appropriate
course of action would have been to renew and restore the existing painting rather than
to create an entirely new composition. This view is supported by a detailed study and
analysis of the iconography, artistic technique, and historical evidence — particularly
the identification of the donor as a 17"-century figure. The southern wall of the gate
contains a stone commemorating Catholicos Domentius, indicating the date of his de-
ath as 1676. Paleographers and historians have identified him as Doment’ius III, Cat-
holicos-Patriarch of Georgia (1660-1676) and a cousin of Vakhtang V, a representative
of the Mukhrani branch of the Bagrationi dynasty. It appears that the painting on the
western tympanum of the temple dates to this period and may, in fact, represent a copy
or renewal of an earlier work. I attribute the donorship to Ashotan Mukhranbat’oni, the
brother of Doment’ius 111, who rose to prominence during the reign of George XI and
was actively involved in activities on Mount Athos between 1672 and 1688. It is reaso-
nable to assume that during this period, the Athonite type of the Virgin’s iconography
appeared in Svetitskhoveli, and its presence in the church known as Sioni is perceived
as entirely natural. In 1892, the composition was repainted and restored together with
the altar decoration.

In earlier periods, the image of the Virgin as the Theotokos (God-bearer) evol-
ved into that of the Heavenly Queen, the “Supernatural Protector”, becoming a visual
symbol associated with victory, intercession and salvation. This is why her icon was
depicted at the main entrance of the church.

At the same time, it is important to note that at the beginning of the 16™ cen-
tury, a period of renewed activity and restoration also commenced on Mount Athos.
Notably, between 1500 and 1504, under the patronage of the atabeg (governor) of
Samtskhe, the icon of Portaitissa — also known as the Iviron icon — was adorned with
a carved cover. This iconographic type, featuring the Archangels Michael and Gabriel
worshipping the Virgin and the Christ Child, became widely disseminated. Scholars
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who study the relics, manuscripts, and other artifacts of Mount Athos have identified
compelling parallels in this context. Athos is called “The garden of the Virgin” (this
name has been established since the early 16™ century), and the icons of the Virgin, in
miraculous traditions and narratives, are referred to as the “flowers of this garden”. If
we recall, according to ,,The Life of Saint Nino* the king decided to build a temple in
the royal garden, and rightly so, the “pillar of life” was erected here.

Thus, it becomes clear that the conceptual connection between the triumphal,
solemn composition of the Virgin with Christ and the Archangels serves as an expres-
sion of heavenly glorification, welcoming us before we enter the temple and guiding
us toward that paradise, where the “pillar of life” sprouted and was established, like a
new “tree of life.” There, the robe of the Lord was buried — an object that, according to
tradition, the Savior will wear at the Second Coming.
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. bgg@oEbmzmab Lsgomgomm @odsma, bgoo obogmgmowasb.

©qEs dMmabs Rgomom, L3g@nEbmamab Godfmal sbagmagmn 3o-
0ol §0d3sb0 (XVIIL.).
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bgmo g3mggomo 396@a).

b0 3m3gol §03dab 3Mm0bddmdgma, ggmomals bs3GOmbgzmol Imbe-
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Svetitskhoveli Cathedral. View from the west side.

The Virgin with Child. The west Tympanum of Svetitskhoveli Cathedral (17" cen-
tury).

The Virgin with Child. The west Tympanum of Svetitskhoveli Cathedral.

The Virgin with Child. The west Tympanum of Svetitskhoveli Cathedral (Scheme).
Epithapios of Doment’i II1. The west Gate of Svetitskhoveli Cathedral (1676).

The Mother of God type of Nicopeia, Mural of Sanctuary of At’eni Sioni (11"
century) (The Sergo Kobuladze Monuments Photo Recording Laboratory, the G.
Chubinashvili National Research Center for Georgian Art History and Heritage
Preservation).

The Mother of God type of Nicopeia, Mural of the Sanctuary of At’eni Sioni. Detail
(The Sergo Kobuladze Monuments Photo Recording Laboratory, the G. Chubinash-
vili National Research Center for Georgian Art History and Heritage Preservation).
The Mother of God type of Nicopeia, Mural of the Sanctuary of At’eni Sioni.
Fragment — Christ (The Sergo Kobuladze Monuments Photo Recording Laboratory,
the G. Chubinashvili National Research Center for Georgian Art History and
Heritage Preservation).

The Mother of God type of Nicopeia, Sanctuary Mosaic of Gelati (12" century) (The
Sergo Kobuladze Monuments Photo Recording Laboratory, the G. Chubinashvili
National Research Center for Georgian Art History and Heritage Preservation).
The Mother of God type of Nicopeia, Sanctuary Mosaic of Gelati. Detail (The Sergo
Kobuladze Monuments Photo Recording Laboratory, the G. Chubinashvili National
Research Center for Georgian Art History and Heritage Preservation).

The Mother of God type of Nicopeia, Sanctuary Mosaic of Gelati. Fragment — Christ
(The Sergo Kobuladze Monuments Photo Recording Laboratory, the G. Chubinash-
vili National Research Center for Georgian Art History and Heritage Preservation).

BMG™Mgdo 1-2 05 & — 938 mMabo.
3 — ©. gfMdsgmgobs o. bo@Mmadzomalb bngbowsb: Myxemv u eco Cobopv» Ceemu-

Lxoeenu, Hcmopuxko-apxeonozuyeckoe onucanue, 1900, 33.182-b oo 183- dmab.
4 — bggds b. Robemadal bodMmmBasb: bggd0zbmzcrol dmbs@menmdsbn, 2010, a3.
301.

Photos 1-2 and 5 — taken by the Author.

3 — Photo by D. Ermakov, Photo was taken from the book: A. Natroev, Mtskheta and It'’s
Temple Sveti-Tskhoveli, Historical-archeological Description, 1900, Between pages 182
and 183.

4 — The Scheme taken from: N. Chikhladze, Paintings of Svetitskhoveli, 2010, p. 301.
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