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Distribution of an image of Saint George 

In old Belorussian icon-painting.


For studying the archival material collected during expeditions in 1970-90 in cult establishments of Belarus, the structure of a database “Icona” on basis FoxPro was developed. Using opportunities FoxPro, authors investigate distribution icon graphics plots in territory of Belarus. In this message there will be icon with the image of George.
Saint George - one of the most popular sacred in Belarus. By quantity of icons with its image George takes the fifth place, conceding only the Mother of God, Savior, Nicolas and to Michael. There is no authentic information about him. According to the literature of the Greek East, George was born in Cappadocia (Small Asia), was the soldier, had painful death in the time of Diokletian government in 303. The most known miracle connected with this sacred - George's victory above a snake. The book of Metafrast’s life says that there reined impious and idolatrous Tsar Selvy who was merciless to the believer to Christ. For it God sent on inhabitants of the country the fierce snake which devoured people. When the imperial daughter was dropped out to go as a dinner for the snake, sacred George has appeared on a horse and with the help of a pray has tamed the snake, has connected him with the princesses belt and led up the snake to the city. After that all inhabitants of the country have been christened.

Saint George is especially esteemed by orthodox church. In the west the cult of sacred has appeared much later. During crusades belief in George as the assistant in struggle with unfaithful people was strongly distributed. George's popularity as patron of troops also was reflected in introduction of military awards in its honor practically in all European countries.

In the Kiev Russia reverence of saint has come simultaneously with introduction of Christianity. So while being christianized prince Jaroslav received the name of George and founded George’s monastery in Kiev. In a church calendar two days are celebrated and devoted to saint, - spring Yuri’s day (April, 23 - day of George’s death) and autumn day (November, 26 - day of a miracle with dragon).

In total Belarus has about 400 icons with George's image (2,3% from all icons). In table 1 is distribution of quantity of icons of George in all areas of Belarus in percentage by relation to the general number of icons in the given area in the depending time of creation of an icon.

Tab. 1

Area
17 cent.
18 cent.
begin. 19 cent.
middle 19 cent.
end 19 cent.
20 cent.
In total

Brest
1,0
1,1
2,2
1,7
2,3
2,2
1,9

Vitebsk
0
1,1
2,6
2,1
1,8
1,5
1,9

Gomel
0
4,9
1,2
3,8
1,8
1,6
2,9

Grodno
0
1,3
4,6
3,3
2,2
3,5
2,9

Minsk
0
4,8
1,0
2,4
2,3
2,2
2,3

Mogilyov
0
5,9
1,7
1,5
0,8
1,5
1,5

On Belarus
0,5
1,8
2,3
2,4
2,1
2,3
2,3

George's icons are practically in each second temple of Belarus, significant number opt temples carry its name. In churches concerning amount of saint’s icons hardly less than 2 %.
Further we shall stop on the most interesting examples of images of Saint George in temples of Belarus. At once we shall note, that the great number of George’s icons is submitted in a well-known stage with the dragon; George's images in full growth with a spear and a sword meet rather seldom.

The most ancient image 17th century was found north of Brest in Ljahovich area. It is a classical example of “George’s miracle about dragon”, written by distemper on a board (the sizes – 125x93 cm). In the central part of an icon George is represented in a knightly armor and a red raincoat, with the Maltese cross on a breast, skipping on a white horse. In full jump he pierces with a spear the dragon. To the right on a hill, near a palace, stands amazed Elisata. On a balcony of the palace the king and the queen watching the outcome of the battle are depicted. In the top corner of the icon, in the clouds, God’s blessing hand is seen. The background of the icon is decorated with vegetative carved ornament. Unfortunately, in 2001 the icon was stolen from church and its destiny is unknown.

The destiny of the icon “George’s miracle about dragon” from the village Chernavchitsy that is in the Brest suburbs is also tragic. The icon is also written in distemper on a board with sizes 150x106 cm, dating back to 1729. The fire destroyed the icon, only some pictures and slides made by the expeditions of the Academy of Sciences of Belarus in 70s years of the last century survived. Judging its size, it might be a temple icon. Its golden background is also decorated with a vegetative carved ornament. The composition has baroque character and is very dynamic: George's white horse is depicted while jumping over the dragon and the Saint is killing it with the spear. Elisata with her hands on the chest is kneeling in front of the palace, the king and the queen looking out of the window.

In the collection of the National Art Museum of Belarus there is a bilateral icon from the village of Povit (Kobrin district, Brest area, The icon is performed in distemper on a board with the sizes 81x58. On the one side there is Saint Onuphry, on the other - George's Miracle on the dragon. On a horseback Saint George in a red overcoat is piercing with a spear the laying dragon. To the right of the Saint there is a tower on the balcony of which the king and the queen are depicted and on the stairs there is a princess with her hands on the chest. In the top corner, in the cloud, - Lord’s blessing. On fields an inscription: “Я РАБ БОЖИЙ ГРИГОРЫ В…ДИIЮКЪ БРАТЪ СТАРЪШИ ИЗ БРАТИЯМИ СВОИМИ ОФЕРОВАЛИ ОБРАЗЪ С. ОНОФРИЯ И ГРИГОРИЯ С. КОТОРИ ПРОСИМ ОПРИЧИНУ? ДО ГОСПОДА БОГА  ГРЕХОВ ОТПУЩЕНIЕ ТЕЛУ НА ЗДРАВИЕ АМНЪ СЕЙ ОБРЗЪ ЗРОБИОНЫ РОКУ АΨМИ МЕСЯЦА ОКТОБЕРА ДНЯ …”
The picture is done in a mirror reflection - George is riding from right to left, and the palace with Elisata at the door is in the left part of the icon. Accordingly, Lord’s blessing right hand is represented in a right top corner. As statistics show the number of icons in mirror reflection of the plot is three times as less as canonic icons.

The icon of the 18th century from Stolin district is also written in the mirror reflection. It is in collection of the National Art Museum (board, distemper, 101,5x54). The icon is written in style, characteristic for Stolin region, with some simple people’s elements.

The icon of the 18th century, written by Nicodim Prochetsky is very picturesque and dynamic (the canvas, oil, 122x92). At present it is in the Museum of Ancient Belarusian Culture of the National Academy of Sciences and comes from Zhyrovichy monastery, Grodno region On the foreground, on the bank of the river, we see George in a colorful armor spearing the dragon. He is riding a horse that raised on its hind legs. To the right of him, on the rock Elisata is kneeling. On the second plan, behind the river there is a panorama of a town on the hills with palaces and towers. On the balcony of the central tower the king and the queen are depicted.

The icon “George's miracle on the dragon” from Minsk region (1717, canvas, oil, 76x53, Pic. 9) depicts George riding to the right. He is killing with a spear a winged dragon. In the right top corner there is the entrance tower of the town. Below on the rock there knelt Elisata.

The icon of Pinsk district, Brest region (canvas, oil, 104x84) belongs to the 18th century and it has some features of the baroque style. The composition, depicting George riding a horse and killing a dragon, is similar to the icon from Chernavchitsy The action is taking place on the background of two towers, situated on both sides of the icon. In the aperture of the right tower we see the figure of Elisata.

On an icon of first half 19th century from Buihov of the Mogilyov area (board, distemper, 128x85, Pic. 11) is represented sacred George in a fluttering raincoat, spearing winged snake, skips to the left on a white horse. The background of the icon has the vegetative ornament that is typical for the Belarussian icons of this time.

Icon “George's miracle about the snake” from Malorita area goes back to later period of classicism. The sacred image on a horse occupies almost all area of the icon. In the left top corner, on the top of a hill, there is a small figure of Elisata is standing on knees. 

The unique plot for Belarus is depicted on an icon of the second half of the 17th century (board, distemper, 62x37,5), with the origin from the Mogilyov area (now in the Mogilyov Study of Local Lore Museum). A scene from the Saint’s life is depicted there where George preaches before Diokletian. It should be noted that no one icon on George's life has been found in cathedrals and museums of Belarus.

In some icons George is depicted without a horse - during the battle against the dragon or after the victory. In the icon from Orsha area of Vitebsk region (19th century, a board, distemper, a carved background, 97x78,) George is standing on the defeated monster. In the right hand he is holding a spear, the edge of which rests against a head of the dragon, white his left hand is resting on the chest.
On an icon from the north of the Grodno area there is a figure of the Saint in an armor of the Roman soldier whose leaning on the spear with two hands against a background of a mountainous landscape ( 19th century, canvas, oil, 100x60). On the second plan we see a figure of a horse and massive rings of the defeated dragon.


Icons with George image from the Gomel region of the 19th century are executed in a national style and differ by increased decorative effect: the image of the Saint is decorated with luxuriant flower buds and the dragon looks like pterodactyl. ( board, oil, 51x42).
