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RESUME

Urgency of the topic: Middle of the 10th century became a turning point for the

Georgian architecture. This was a period when a new common system of the facade decoration
was formed and conceptual and artistic merger of the nature of sculptures with decorative
accents took place.

Kumurdo Cathedral, which was built in 964, is one of the most enigmatic high profile
architectural monuments. Based on its importance we decided to make it the main object of our
investigation and use it as a basis for presentation of the findings about the major aspects of
contextual and symbolic meanings of the facades and their shapes that were typical for the
middle of the 10th century.

Kumurdo’s architect suggests and uses numerous symbolic formulas in the facade
decorations, which in the 10th century should have been more than obvious to understand for the
parish of the church. As long as we witness a certain interruption, alienation and separation from
the perception of symbols, it becomes an absolute necessity for us to follow each of the images

in order to understand their essence.

Goal of research, its object and methods: The thesis intends to present conceptual symbolic

meanings of the facade decorations in order to provide relevant understanding of old messages
from our ancestors.

We used a complex approach in order to demonstrate not only symbolic meaning of
specific compositions of the cult constructions, but to determine ideological side of each
connecting nuance of the joint system of decorations and analyze semantic concepts from the
historical perspective as well.

Research topic of the PhD thesis took into consideration necessity to conduct stylistic
analysis and apply comparative method and focused on the study of characteristic features of the
facade decorations from different Christian countries. The work also investigated the role of the
carvings and figures and their synthesis with each other. Comparative analysis of peculiarities of
each regional school and development stages of Georgian facade decorations made it possible to
discuss Georgian art of the Middle Ages in the global context. Special interest was paid to the

research of the symbols from the early Christian period.



Major findings and scientific novelties: Despite huge cultural and artistic value of the

Kumurdo Cathedral, it has never been an object of an independent research in a form of a
monograph. We made an attempt to study abandoned and lapidating monument to the most
possible extent and cover all topics that are connected to its history and describe the current state.

Research proved that the church was constructed by a highly skilled master with a very
good in-depth knowledge of tectonic side of the construction elements. Designer demonstrated
great talent of combining ornaments and the shapes of figures and in parallel managed to
preserve independent importance of both components: reliefs remained the leading element of
the ideological side while decorative figures were used as their content fillers and beautifiers.

Main facade of Kumurdo is located on the Eastern side of the building. Correspondingly,
it contains the most important ideological and symbolic aspects of the construction. Analysis of
artistic composition provides enough proof to conclude that designer of the church had an
amazing ability to apply all known methods (the second half of the 10th century) of producing
Georgian facade decorations in order to share his ideological and semantic messages. He used
color accents, ways of processing the space and relevant graphic, models of figures with strongly
expressed shapes.

Decorations of Eastern wall present main semantic accents in a form of the ideological
formulas: topic of the “three crosses from Golgotha”, which is emphasized by the purple cross of
Christ in the middle of the composition and wicker crosses next to the lower windows unite the
context. Later contextual and symbolic meaning of the decorations from Kumurdo is revealed in
a wider way and connects to the surrounding ornaments of the central window. A very thorough
study of all elements of decorations and managed to find one more fundamental meaning of the
Christianity in “ordinary” images. These are the human masks that are located at the corners of
the consoles of massive relief arcs. On the one side we can see ancient two-faced Janus - a
symbol of the pagan beliefs, which are transformed in the Christianity and create links between
the past and the future, demonstrate symbolic understanding of the Old and New Testaments. On
the other side we find images of the protectors of the four sides of the world.

In addition, decorations include figures of four symbolic animals of annunciation.
Facades often show separate figures of bulls and lions — protectors of the entrances and windows.
And this fact brings us back to the ancient traditions. However, Georgian relief decorations do
not know examples of four annunciators in a form of an angel, an eagle, a lion and an ox with
wings. The only examples are the fragments of the iconostasis from Artaani and tetramorph
images of the symbols of annunciators between the figures on the eight-faceted pillars from
Oskhi.
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Here Christian ideology is shown in a form of a formula — four annunciators will preach
words of Christ on four sides of the world and Old and New Testaments will become basis for
uniting the processes of glorification of Christ and eternal life in heaven. The latter is shown on
the bottom of the cross in a form of a round window (symbol of eternity and irreversibility of
life) that is decorated with the plants from the paradise. Figures of Adam and Eve from the vaults
of the side facades demonstrate their free state and are shown through the symbols of eternity in
the wattled ornaments of the windows. They are surrounded by the world full of flowers and
birds. This should be an appealing aspect and give hope to the parish that the god is gracious.

Here we have to discuss aniconic paintings from the interior of the church too. Semi-
circles of the vaults are made of the red stones and have “beams” that go in different directions.
They are undoubtedly associated with the sun, which became one of the established symbols of
Christianity based on its ability to provide light and warmth from the heaven.

Kumurdo’s designer is quite free in his decisions and boldly reserves hierarchically the
most important symbolic location at the trompe of the cupola (usually determined for the
inhabitants of heaven) for the donors of the construction. This has no analogue in church
decorations. We tried to find the reason behind the decision and after having had analyzed all
elements of décor and conducted structural analysis of forms and ideology, came to a conclusion
that the image should show late King of Abkhazians Leon Il who must have been close to the
heaven (he is depicted bearing a halo) and the Queen Gurandukht who prays for saving of his
soul. The church replaces traditional relief of the donors with a new approach of depicting
instead of them the historic figures. Here we continue to deal with the main topic of the
decorations of the constriction: saving of the human souls, combating of the death and finding an
eternal place in heaven.

It has to be mentioned that the subject of the resurrection and victory of Christ over the
death is quite organic for the monuments of the 10" century and is demonstrated through
different types of symbolic compositions. However Kumurdo should be given a special place as
here we encounter not only one formula but also a whole cycle of symbolic expressions where
each figure or ornament supplements each other and makes a statement about the essence of the
Christian ideology.

After establishment of high value of Kumurdo as one of the unique monuments of
Georgian architecture it is especially regrettable and painful to see its poor current state. The
PhD thesis provides detailed description of the restoring works that took place in in 1939-40 and
1970-80, discusses their importance and emphasizes the shortcomings — results of imperfectly
conducted restoration works. The fact that different arms of the church were left without a

ceiling is one of the reasons for the damage it is still suffering from nowadays.
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Poor current state of the Kumurdo Cathedral indicates a need for rapid rehabilitation of
the construction. It is of special importance to start archeological excavations on the territory of
the church as it may reveal fragments of the Western fagade and the cupola enabling researchers

to restore full picture of the initial system of decorations.

Practical value of the work: The Case of Kumurdo proved that facade decoration of the

churches from the second half of the 10™ century and their ideological and symbolic meaning
have to become subject of a complex research. Kumurdo’s detailed study gives us a chance to
learn about one of the most important monuments of Georgian architecture not only because of
its multiple facades but also to investigate it as one of the first monuments with united system of
architectural forms, composition and artistic side of decorations, conceptual and ideological

issues.
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