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Manana Gabashvili

Flags of Svetitskhoveli Fresco and Kortskheli Cathedral Facade
Abstract

The flags, depicted on the fresco of the southern wall of Svetitskhoveli (XVII c.) are dark red with
a golden cross in the corner. On the frescoes of other Georgian cathedrals, analogous flags are not
evidenced, making thisfresco, with aseaand naval subjectsonit, recognized as an extraordinary and unique
one, even more interesting. While working on this fresco, which could not be explained, we considered
various symbols and dramatic themes depicted on it as an echo of the overthrow of Byzantium by the
Ottomansin 1453, which, inthe language, significant for painting, isalso aresult of giving the official form
to the Georgian political thought and an anti-Ottoman coalition. It is on the two sailing ships of this fresco
that the mentioned flags are hoisted, although they are not reflected in the relevant literature of this
character. The same should be said about the Svetitskhoveli-like flag on the fagade of the Kortskheli
Cathedral of the same century, we have studied in connection with each other.

During the study of the flags of Svetitskhoveli, we have shown to what extent was goal -oriented to
confirm the special mission of these flags, having the powerful ideological function, in the main cathedral
of Georgia. We discuss them in the whole context of the cathedral and, of course, in the context of the
ongoing processes in the seventeenth century. We also take into account the factor, when after 1453, to the
strengthening of |slamization, Georgia opposes the processes of Europeanization, which was also revealed
on the fresco of Svetitskhoveli with certain signs, and also in the context of which we will consider the
mentioned flags. Thistakes placein the epoch of the so-called "Little Renaissance” in the conditions of the
revival of patriotic issues and strengthening of national ideology, asapart of which we consider theseflags,
as well as their connection to the naval factor. This is the subject matter that was introduced to
Svetitskhoveli by Queen Mariam of Kartli (1634-1680 / 83).

The mentioned flags were making recognizable Georgia both inside and outside the country to the
naval countries and the West, especially in the situation when, as Acad. Thomas Gamkrelidze has shown,
that the Europeans in 1575, according to the European map (Ortelius), were considering Georgia to be a
part of the West. These flags are also evidenced on European maps and appear also in diplomatic
negotiations between Georgians and Europeans. When Georgian diplomats arrived in Spain, when they
were asked to describe the Georgian flag, they presented the flags depicted in Svetitskhovei and Kortskheli.

It is significant that the flags are found in both Eastern and Western Georgia and they express also the
idea of a united Georgia, as well as the political coordination that existed between the siblings, Levan 1I
Dadiani (1611-1657), the chief of Odishi, and Queen Mariam, the Queen of Kartli. Thus, these flagsare an
example of demonstrating unity even during the disintegration of Georgia and a symbol of an optimistic
country, fighting with the enemy. These flags were indicating the strengthening of national traditions and
Orthodoxy, which in the most difficult situation meant the protection and preservation of the Georgian
socio-economic system, Georgianness, one of the strong hearths of which was Svetitskhoveli.

The cross on Georgian flags, in addition to tying together Christendom, is gaining even more weight
and importance after 1453 due to common dangers. The cross is found on many European flags. For
example, the cross on the flag of Genoa is a symbol of St. George. We do not rule out that the crosses of
the Georgian flags in Svetitskhoveli will also be a symbol of St. George, which alows us to draw an
interesting parallel with the St. Svetitskhoveli bas-relief of St. George, which is interestingly read in
connection with the Svetitskhoveli fresco of naval subjects and its connection with its various symbols.

It should also be noted that these flags are identical to the European vexillological language, which
al so reflects Europeani zation tendencies.



While studying Georgian flags, SaraBarnaveli noticed changes, presented in them, inthe new historical
conditions at a certain stage of development of Georgia. This also appliesto the flags of Svetitskhoveli and
Kortskheli, which are the most valuable source for further research in this direction, as there is scarce
information of this nature.

As for the recent attempt to present the flags of Svetitskhoveli as the flags from Venice, it does not fit
into the policy of the Georgian kings, developed towards the missionaries. It is noteworthy that the
missionaries did not say anything about these flags when mentioning all the details related to Georgia. The
reason why the Catholic missionaries could not defeat the Orthodox Church in Georgia (which is being
discussed in particular), is that they see the Georgian people as devoted to the Orthodox Church, to the
king, and to the national traditions.
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