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Intercession Through a Dialogue:
Depicting the Virgin Paraklesis in Medieval Georgia

Among the numerous iconographic variations of the Virgin Mary — Mother of God (Theotokos) — those
of Constantinopolitan origin had an immense impact on Byzantine world and its culturual neighbours,
including medieval Georgia. 1
Icons of the Virgin, venerated in the famous shrines of Constantinople, defined the general picture
of the Marian iconography in Byzantium. Among such images the Virgin of the Intercession took one of
the major roles. It depicts supplicating Mother of God in the pose of intercession, with her hands extended
towards imagined or depicted figure of Christ and, therefore, acts as one of the most powerful expressions
of the Mother of God’s petitioning for the salvation of mankind. The original of this, now lost, icon was
kept in Constantinople in the chapel of Hagia Soros (The Holy Girdle) of the Chalkoprateia basilica or the
Blachernaie palace (the question of chapel’s location remains problematical) and is more widely known
and referred as Hagiosoritissa. 2
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Popularity and widespreadness of the iconography of Hagiosoritissa both in monumental painting
and in minor arts of the Byzantine world stimulated an appearance of the other variations of this type.
Among such variations the theme of Virgin Paraklesis (Intercessor) acted as one of the innovations from
the middle Byzantine period. A Paraklesis was, in fact, a more elaborate variation — it depicts the Virgin
of the intercession with an unrolled scroll in one of her hands. 3 This scroll contains the customary text of
her petition, addressed to Christ for the salvation of mankind, with the answers from Christ, thus forming
the dialogue, however, some other variations of the text did also exist (including petitioning for the donor).
There is no general evidence that this iconographic type derived from a Constantinopolitan original icon
and, therefore, it is considered to be an amplified version of Hagiosoritissa. The type of the Virgin Paraklesis
became extremely popular from the 12th century in the church decoration programmes and in minor arts of
the Byzantine world. 4
Georgia, as the easternmost neighbour of the Byzantine world, naturally embraced the cult of the
Virgin Mary after the Christianization. Moreover, consideration of the country as a special place, destined
for the unfulfilled missionary deed of the Virgin Mary, did find a place in the local narration of the
conversion and formed a significant part in the country’s ideological self-reflection afterwards. 5 The local
adoption of Marian iconography happened gradually, however by the 10th century, most of the iconographic
variations of the Virgin were already present in all mediums of medieval Georgian art. 6
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The quintessence of this adoption is the hexaptych in the monastery of St Catherine in Sinai, which
was painted by local Georgian intellectual and painter, Hieromonk Iovane (John) Tokhabi (late 11th‒early
12th century). The upper part of the main wing of this hexaptych contains icon-like depictions of all the
major venerated Marian icons of Constantinople. 7 This phenomenon leads to the conclusion that most
iconographic types of Virgin Mary were meticulously copied, labeled, and understood in the artistic
tradition of medieval Georgia. Naturally, the active cultural contacts of Georgia with the Byzantine world
led to the appearance of all the metropolitan images of the Virgin in local tradition, and it may not be
surprising to find images of the Virgin Paraklesis, which undoubtfully had a Constantinopolitan origin, in
the monumental painting and minor arts of medieval Georgia.
Remarkably, a little has been written about the features of the Paraklesis in Georgian artistic
tradition. In this essay, I will try to collect all the known examples of this iconographic type from medieval
Georgia and discuss them in the frame of a general picture of the Byzantine Marian imagery in connection
with the local attitudes and traditions.
Earliest securely dated example of Virgin Parklesis was preserved in the principal church of the
Oshki monastery (nowadays Turkey) — the magnificent church of St John the Baptist. Constructed in 963–
76 at an enormous expense, it was a major royal foundation and an ambitious project of two ruling brothers
from Tao branch of Bagrationi dynasty — Bagrat IV Eristavteristavi and David III Magistros (future King
of Tao and Kuropalates). 8
The image of Paraklesis was preserved on the octagonal sculpted column in the southern-western
open gallery (a type of narthex?) of the church; it was included in the relief scene of the Deesis, which
occupied an upper section the western side of the column (Fig. 1). 9 Some parts of the column including the
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Deesis scene and an orans figure of St Nino were lost in Autumn 2000, when an unknown person
deliberately destroyed or stole these sculptures, thus leaving the pillar damaged and decapitated. The
sculpted Deesis represented a typical trimorphon with a central figure of Christ with interceding Virgin and
St John the Baptist by his side, but it also included some unusual features, most intriguing of which was the
unrolled narrow scroll in the right hand of the Virgin, which resembled the same-type scroll in the left hand
of Christ (it is interesting to note that Christ did not hold the open codex). The inscriptions on the scrolls
were already illegible to read in 1917 when Ekvtime Takaishvili visited and examined the monument; he
only found some traces of the red ink 10 and it seems, that both scrolls must have contained inscriptions in
Asomtavruli script, which were written in the red ink. Moreover, a small figure of the donor — Grigol of
Oshki (“Oshkeli”) — was placed right under this scene and his petitions for the salvation was documented
by side his figure in an inscription in red ink, read by Takaishvili: “Christ have mercy on thy servant
Grigol”. Thus, the scene of a Deesis and an image of the donor/master-builder formed a united composition.
This composition of the Deesis acted as the main scene of the highly sophisticated program of the
octagonal column: eschatological, triumphal, and paradisiacal connotations of this program are evident. 11
Therefore, it seems intriguing to consider, what was the meaning of depicting the unrolled scroll in the
Virgin’s hand. The Deesis per se has a strong eschatological function and therefore, a scroll must have
furtherly stressed the intercession role of the petition for salvation. Now lost inscription would have made
the function of the scroll clearer in this context. The scroll of the Virgin could have acted as a medium for
placing a plea for salvation for the main donor(s) of the church — David III Magistros and his brother
Bagrat II Magistros of Tao. The latter variant seems the most suitable for the inscription, because there is
no other mention of the main donor(s) on the column and taking into consideration, that the pillar formed
some kind of autonomous mini-program within the rich, sophisticated, and highly intriguing decoration
program of the church, where literally every chance was used to manifest the devotion, piety, and the glory
of the donor(s), it seems quite unlikely that their names would have been left outside of the column.
Therefore, it is more plausible to assume that the scroll of Virgin on Oshki column contained some kind of
prayer for the salvation of the main donor(s) of the church.
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Next example is preserved in one of the rock-cut churches of the Tsamebuli branch of the monastery
of St John the Baptist at the Gareja desert — a vast monastic center in the southern-eastern part of the
country. Unlike the Oshki monastery, which, as noted, was a principal royal and state foundation of TaoKlarjeti principality, Tsamebuli chapel seems to be related to monastic art and devotion towards simplicity
and, therefore, the quality of the frescoes is not as high. Only the apse of the chapel was frescoed. 12 It
depicts a Deesis-Vision (Fig. 2) with enthroned Christ in the centre and interceding figures of the Virgin
and St John the Baptist by his side. Two figures of tetramorphs are placed between the central three figures
of the composition. Both the Virgin (Fig. 3) and St John the Baptist hold in their right hands unrolled scrolls,
which have traces of black and burgundy inscriptions in the Asomtavruli script. Mary’s scroll has preserved
only several graphemes (Fig. 4): Cemo | sof | lisa | TuÂis | geve | — Cemo | sof|lisa|Tuis |
geve, which can be reconstructed as [Zeo da RmerTo] Cemo, soflisaTuis geve[drebi] = [My
Son and God] I pray thee for the World. The scroll is damaged beyond this point — all the plaster is lost;
Initially, it must have contained at least fifteen lines (likewise the scroll of St John the Baptist) and would
present a long text of the prayer of the Virgin towards Christ but it is unlikely that there would be a place
for Christ’s answers on the scroll. Overall, this composition forms a clear vision for the further
eschatological sense of the Second Coming of Christ and it would be a suitable theme for a monastic chapel,
which may have acted as a funerary place for the monks. While the dating of this fresco composition on the
stylistic and iconographical grounds to the second half of the 10th century is generally acceptable, it can be
also supported with the paleographical features of the inscriptions.
Further example of the Paraklesis is preserved on the silver book cover of the luxurious Georgian
four gospels manuscript (Щук. 760) from the State Historical Museum, Moscow. A detailed and extended
colophon, which is placed at the end of the codex, not only securely dates it to 1070 but also mentions the
donors and the scribe of the manuscript. 13 It was scribed and painted by certain Hieromonk Theodore, a
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former monk of the Gareja desert, in the Romana monastery, Constantinople for the youngest member of
the ruling family of the Kakheti-Hereti kingdom Abaz, brother of the King Aghsarthan Kuropalates. While
the upper cover of the book cover contains a standard image of Crucifix, the lower has an interesting
composition, which depicts a combination of Majestas Domini with Deesis (Fig. 5). In this scene both the
Virgin and St John the Baptist are inclined towards the enthroned figure of Christ and withheld unrolled
scrolls with Greek inscriptions. The Greek inscription on the Virgin’s scroll is an abridged version of the
customary text of the Paraklesis.
The Virgin Paraklesis was placed in an intriguing apse programme of the Tbeti Cathedral. This
major church of Šavšeti principality served as a cathedral for Bishops of Tbeti who acted as secular and
clerical governors of the region. Cathedral contained an interesting fresco decoration, which was destroyed
after the locals blew up the church in 1960. 14 Visual material, which is kept at various museums, state, and
private archives allows us to reconstruct the scheme of apse decoration: it contained a two-tiered scene of
a splendid Majestas Domini, which was enriched with the third register of the row of the holy bishops (Fig.
6). The second register of the scheme contained figures of twelve apostles and the centre of this scene had
a rather unusual setting: it depicted interceding figures of the Virgin and St John Baptist with unrolled
scrolls. Thus, while keeping the traditional bizonal arrangement of Majestas Domini with the central figures
of Mary and John at the centre of the second zone (which was a characteristic feature of a local painting
school), the main painter of the apse shifted emphasis from the sense of theophany to more clearly expressed
eschatological connotations. This change in apse programme started to occur in the late 10th century (e.g.
cases of Kataula and Ipkhi) 15 in the various parts of the country and would have formed the so-called DeesisVision — an extremely popular iconographic theme for apse schemes in medieval Georgia. 16 In Tbeti,
interceding figures of the Theotokos and Forerunner per se could have achieved such change, but it was
furthermore elaborated with the inscriptions on their unrolled scrolls. Unfortunately, these inscriptions,
gosudastvennogo istoricheskogo muzeja (Shhuk. 760)”, ibid, 308‒20). It was subsequently published by Darejan
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which could have been read even after the blowing of the cathedral, were not documented in details. The
only detailed photograph of the Virgin from Tbeti, which was published by Nicole Thierry (Fig. 7), 17 allows
to reconstruct several graphemes on her scroll: Zeo [-]. — Zeo [-] — My Son [-]. From this evidence, we
can assume, that the Virgin’s scroll in Tbeti contained the standard, local Georgian variation of the
Paraklesis text, which can be also witnessed in different variations in the abovementioned Tsamebuli chapel
and, in the frescoes of Pirghebuli and Udabno monastery churches. The dating of the destroyed frescoes of
the Tbeti cathedral remains open for discussion. 18 Both iconographic and stylistic characteristics of these
frescoes allow us to date this painting to the last quarter of the 11th century and connect it to the donation
of a local anonymous bishop.
While in Tbeti the inclusion of the Paraklesis in the apse scheme served for shifting the meaning
of the programme towards eschatological context, in Pirghebuli it was explicitly placed in the context of
the Second Coming of Christ. The main church of the Pirghebuli monastery, located in the southern part of
the country, was frescoed twice. 19 The first layer of the murals, which can be seen in the altar, must be
dated to the early 12th century. The second layer, to which the image of Paraklesis belongs, can be asserted
to the 1180s — it is a donation of Rusudan, sister of King George III, and aunt to Queen Tamar. A
monumental image of the Second Coming of Christ was placed on the western wall of the church, which,
in the center contained an image of the trimorphic Deesis. Mary is depicted on the left side of Christ with
an unrolled scroll in her hand. The scroll contains a text written in 11 lines with Asomtavruli script (Fig.
8): ※Ä: Zeo ⋮ da : | R~To ⋮ Cem|o : geved|rebi ⋮ sof|lisaTÂi|s : Seiwya|len : da|badeb|Âlni :
Senn|i > — q. Ä, Zeo da R(mer)To Cemo, gvedrebi soflisaTÂis, Seiwyalen dabadebÂlni

Senni [O, My Son and God, I pray thee for the World, save those created by thee]. The painter of the
Pirghebuli frescoes thought it necessary to add this petition of the Virgin to her image in the context of the
Second Coming. Thus, the programme of the church gained explicit eschatological connotation, which was
achieved by the antithesis of the two Deesis images — one in the apse (in a variation of a Deesis-Vision)
and the second on the western wall. This arrangement seems to be characteristic of the programmes of the
Georgian monumental painting of the 12th and 13th centuries. Such assembling of the programme may also

17

Nicole et Michel Thierry, “La cathedrale de T’beti. Nouvelles donnees”, Cahiers Archéologiques 47 (1999), Fig.

32.
18

Mariam Didebulidze, “shua sauk’uneebis kartuli k’edlis mkhat’vrobis dzeglebi t’ao-k’larjetshi”, Georgian

Antiquities 19 (2016), 58‒9 (with previous bibliography).
19

Nodar Bakht’adze, Nana K’up’rashvili, Lado Mirianashvili, Konrad Zehnder, Temo Jojua, P’irghebulis monast’eri:

1989 da 2002‒2003 ts’lebis k’omp’leksuri eksp’editsiebis shedegebi (Tbilisi, 2005), 266‒7. In this publication layers
of the fresco decoration are dated mistakenly to the early and late 13th century.

7

reflect the presumable funerary function and private character of the church — a phenomenon that can be
overseen in the donations and foundations of Georgian nobility from the second half of the 12th century.
The composition which depicts Paraklesis in the context of conchial Deesis is preserved once again
in the Gareja Desert. The refectory of the Udabno monastery was frescoed several times. 20 Initially, it was
painted in the second half of the 11th century, presumably with the support of the same high-ranking
members of the ruling family of the Kakheti-Hereti Kingdom, which commissioned Four Gospels of
Theodore Garejeli. Some parts of the refectory were repainted in the second half of the 13th century. The
northern wall of the refectory contains a niche of the abbot, which has an apse like shape. This niche is the
only part of the refectory which was repainted more than twice. The conch of this apse contains a twolayered image of the Deesis with enthroned Christ in the centre with figures of the Virgin and St John the
Baptist with unrolled scrolls (Fig. 9). The iconography of the scene in both layers is the same, but strikingly,
in the second layer unrolled scrolls were added to the figures of Mary (Fig. 9) and John. Mary’s scroll
contains a text written with white (?) paint in Asomtavruli script in 12 lines (Fig. 10): Zeo d|a RTo | Cmo
sof|lisaTs ge|vedrebi | Ä dedao Ce|mo kacT|aT~s movk|ed me da Ze | Rsa eZe|bs sxuÂ|asa
— Zeo da R(mer)To C(em)o, soflisaT(Â)s gevedrebi. Ä, dedao Cemo kacTaT(Â)s
movk(u)ed me da Ze R(mrTi)sa eZiebs sxuasa [O, My Son and God, I pray thee for the World.
O, My Mother, I died for the men and/but the Son of God seeks for other]. 21 Virgin’s Paraklesis from
the Udabno refectory once again shows its strong connection with eschatological connotations of the
Deesis.
After discussing all the known and preserved examples of the Virgin’s Paraklesis from Medieval
Georgia, 22 it is noteworthy to consider some general observations. It is undoubtfully that the concept and
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iconography of Paraklesis came to Georgia from Byzantium via works of minor art and other suitable
models. Nevertheless, Georgian tradition has not adopted a traditional “Byzantine” placing of this
iconographic type in the church decoration system (easternmost piers of the altar or the walls of the entrance
in the narthex). 23 Subsequently, we do not witness the Byzantine approach in function and form of this
iconographic theme: it does not take the shape of the framed icons, which would have frequently been
considered as the part of the templon’s program, nor does it form the so-called “Spatial Deesis” with the
separate panels of the Virgin and Christ as it is presented in numerous examples from medieval
Byzantine/Balkan and Russian churches. However, the content and meaning of the iconographic theme
remain intact: it was designed and called to furtherly stress, underline, assist, and intensify the self-sufficient
supplication of the Virgin Mary with textually expressed dialogue with Christ. Thus, the use of the imported
theme of Paraklesis in medieval Georgia stayed in line with the general Byzantine context, however,
adopted it to the local preferences for certain iconographic themes.
The examples of Tsamebuli, Tbeti, and Udabno manifest, that local Georgian preference was more
inclined to place an image of the Virgin Paraklesis in the context of the variations of the Deesis (or in the
case of Pirghebuli monastery — in the Deesis inserted in the Second Coming composition) in the apse
scheme with the symmetrical and corresponding figure of St John Baptist. Such an approach can also be
witnessed in the works of minor arts as seen in the example of Oshki pillar relief or the composition from
the book cover of the Four Gospels of Theodore Garejeli. This attitude must have been related to the
extreme popularity of the Deesis theme in medieval Georgia.
The text of the inscription of the Virgin from Tsamebuli, Tbeti, Pirghebuli, and Udabno frescoes 24
furthermore testify that the Georgian tradition did not copy or translate Greek original of the Paraklesis text
(unlike e.g. Serbian examples, where Slavonic tradition closely translates the original). The standard Greek
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Vinogradova, A. Ju. Vinogradov, “O date fresok Mokvskogo sobora” in O. V. Nikiforova red., Rossija — Gruzija.
Dialog kul’tur [Trudy Central’nogo muzeja drevnerusskoj kul’tury i iskusstva im. Andreja Rubleva XI] (Moskva,
2015), 50). Only the lower part of Mary’s figure remains in Lykhne, but even in this state, the pose of the figure does
hint that it was an image of the Paraklesis. This does not seem unusual if we consider the Byzantinizing character of
the Lykhne and Mokvi frescoes.
24

Customary Greek text is also inscribed on the Virgin’s scroll on of the icons from the Iveron monastery, which is

presumably connected to the Georgian donors, however, the icon belongs to local Athonite-Cretan painting school
and does not have connections with Georgian artistic tradition. The icon and the text on the scroll were recently
published by Zaza Skhirtladze (see Zaza Skhirtladze, “mghvdelmonazoni mark’os Kartveli — atonis ivironis
monast’ris mtavari ek’lesiis mkhat’vari, gelatis metsnierebata ak’ademiis shromebi VI (2020), 325‒7.).
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text of the Paraklesis, which later was included in the manual book of Dionysios of Fourna, did not have a
unified recension, however, all the variations of this text strongly resemble one another. The text forms a
dialogue between the Virgin Mary and Christ and consists of nine verses which include five petitions of the
Virgin and four responses from Christ. The typical text begins with Mary’s plea to Christ to receive her
entreaty and after receiving a positive answer from Christ, that sinners would get salvation, she thanks
him. 25 Georgian text does have a similar synopsis as the Greek original, however, it does not appear to be
a strict word to word translation, characteristic e.g. for the literary traditions of the Gelati theological school.
Moreover, in most of the cases, this text does not even take the form of the dialogue. The examples of
Tsamebuli and Pirghebuli inscriptions present only the Virgin’s plea to Christ to save his creation but omit
Christ’s responses. Only the scroll from Udabno does contain a full dialogue between Mary and Christ,
however, even in this case, the conversation takes an abridged form (it consists of two parts with the
Virgin’s plea acting as a starting point of dialogue and Christ’s response as the end of it, thus leaving out
Mary’s gratitude, which was an ending point for the most of the Greek and Slavonic versions).
Subsequently, Georgian tradition not only adopted the iconography of the Virgin Paraklesis to local
iconographic traditions but interpreted the text of the Paraklesis to make its synopsis more understandable
for the local context.
Overviewing all the known depictions of the Virgin Paraklesis from medieval Georgian art, which
only consists of up to ten examples, clearly shows that this iconographic type of the Theotokos was not the
most popular Marian image in Georgia. However, the local tradition preserved quite early examples (Oshki,
Tsamebuli) of such imagery predating some of the earliest examples of this iconographic type in
Byzantium. Analysis of the Georgian version of text of the scroll manifests that dialogue original was
perceived to present main meaning of the text without exact translation, thus local versions of this text
should be added to the variations of the Paraklesis text.
Inserting the image of the Paraklesis in original local iconographic programmess and interpreting
freely the text of the scroll makes discussed Georgian material an important local witness to this major
Byzantine iconographic type. Therefore, it should be considered as the local contribution to the general
issues of the Marian iconography in Byzantium.

25

The Greek text of the Virgin Paraklesis is analyzed in details in Andreas Rhoby, Byzantinische Epigramme auf

Fresken und Mosaiken 1 (Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschafen, 2009), 329‒41 and Nancy
Patterson Ševčenko, “The Metrical Inscriptions in the Murals of the Panagia Phorbiotissa”, in Annemarie Weyl Carr,
Andréas Nicolaïdès eds, Asinou across Time: Studies in the Architecture and Murals of the Panagia Phorbiotissa,
Cyprus, 85‒8 (with previous bibliography). Sources for this text remain unidentified and disputed.
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Illustrations

Fig. 1. The Oshki Monastery, Church of St John the Baptist, Octagonal
Colum. Deesis. 963–76 [After David Winfield, “Some Early Medieval
Figure Sculpture from North-East Turkey”, Journal of the Warburg and
Courtauld Institutes XXXI (1968), Fig. 20a].

Fig. 2. Gareja Desert, The Monastery of St John the Baptist, Tsamebuli Branch Chapel,
Deesis-Vision in the apse, 10th c. (Photograph: Neli Chakvetadze).

Fig. 3‒4. Gareja Desert, The Monastery of St John the Baptist, Tsamebuli Branch Chapel,
Deesis-Vision in the apse, The Virgin Paraklesis, Detail of the Scroll, 10th c. (Photograph:
Neli Chakvetadze).

Fig. 5. Moscow, State Historical Museum. Four Gospels of Theodore Garejeli, Constantinople
(Щук. 760), The Lower Cover, 1070 [After I. A. Sterligova, “Chekannyj oklad gruzinskogo
tetraevangelija iz gosudastvennogo istoricheskogo muzeja (Shhuk. 760)”, Hrizograf 1 (2003), il.
2].

Fig. 6. Tbeti, Cathedral of the Apostles (Apse Scheme: Irakli Tezelashvili).

Fig. 7. Tbeti, Cathedral of the Apostles, The Virgin Paraklesis in the apse, Second
Half of the 11th Century [After Nicole et Michel Thierry, “La cathedrale de T’beti.
Nouvelles donnees”, Cahiers Archéologiques 47 (1999), Fig. 32].

Fig. 8. The Pirghebuli Monastery, Church of the Virgin, The Virgin Paraklesis from
the Western Wall, Detail of the Scroll, 12th c. (Photograph: Neli Chakvetadze).

Fig. 9. Gareja Desert, Udabno Monastery, Refectory, Abbot's Niche, Deesis, 13th
c. (Photograph: Neli Chakvetadze).

Fig. 9‒10. Gareja Desert, Udabno Monastery, Refectory, Abbot's Niche, Deesis in the apse, The
Virgin Paraklesis, Detail of the Scroll, 13th c. (Photograph: Neli Chakvetadze).

