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Georgian spiritual literature played a decisive role in preserving national identity and
shaping public consciousness at every stage of history. This tradition emerged from a
new perspective in the second half of the 20th century. The article aims to provide a
comparative analysis of two works - “The Martyrdom of Abo of Tbilisi” and “Ten Days of
Abo’s Martyrdom.” The comparison of artistic-aesthetic and ideological-content aspects
confirms the reception of spiritual literature in modern Georgian writing, its literary
transformation and interpretation, which is conditioned by the spiritual and aesthetic

requirements of different epochs.
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The martyrdom story of the Arab youth Abo represents one of the most
significant themes in Georgian literature and Christian worldview. Abo’s self-
sacrifice is the finest example of faith, spiritual strength, and heroism. This is
precisely why Georgian writers keep returning to this theme and present the
hero fighting for Christianity from different perspectives.

In 1960, Giorgi Shatberashvili began working on a new novel targeting early
feudal Georgia and Saint Abo, who sacrificed himself for our country and faith.
Unfortunately, the novel remains unfinished, and we cannot fully understand the
writer’s complete vision. By observing the title and the existing structure of the
novel, then comparing and contrasting it with Ioane Sabanisdze’s “Martyrdom of
Abo,” we can focus on several details. In Ioane Sabanisdze’s hagiographic work,
it is recorded as an undeniable fact that the saint spent ten days in prison, or
more precisely, nine full nights, and was executed on the tenth day. The novel’s
title “Ten Days of Abo’s Martyrdom” draws the reader’s attention to the period
of torture and its duration. “Ten days” puts Abo’s suffering into a chronological
framework. This makes the duration of the torture more tangible and real for the
reader.

In Shatberashvili’s novel, we encounter real historical figures: Nerse (Eristavi
of Kartli), his nephew Stepanoz, and the ruler of Abkhazia. From this perspective,
we should draw a parallel with the martyrdom text and note that the twentieth-
century writer creates a novel under the influence of distant hagiography.
Besides real characters, in Shatberashvili’s work, we meet fictional characters
created by the writer’s imagination. These are the Mukhatgverdi brothers: Shio
and Kutsna Ukanberidze. The elder brother Shio is a true Christian, while his
younger brother, Kutsna, is a traitor. “He wears a Georgian chokha, but he is
an unfaithful man. The matter is what kind of heart beats under the chokha’s
ornaments” (Shatberashvili 2011, 287).

Shio helps a complete stranger, hides him on a cart, and attempts to escort him
out of the city. Shio saved the Arab Abo from capture, but he himself ended up
in prison, where the overseer is his own brother, the converted-to-Islam Kutsna.

In his work, Ioane Sabanisdze mentions other Christian prisoners who were
with Abo in prison, though nothing is said about them. Giorgi Shatberashvili
brings this less notable detail from the martyrdom to the forefront and depicts the
faces of those prisoners in the novel. Each of them is a fictional character: Iabera,
Fandre, and elderly Lazare. The prisoners’ common concern is their homeland
and how to save it from Arab dominion.

Thewriter describesin detail the tenth day of Abo’storture and his martyred end.
Special attention should be paid to the execution scene. Unlike the hagiographic
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work, Giorgi Shatberashvili portrays Abo’s execution scene differently, according
to which the executioner thrust the sword not into his neck but into his back.
Before death, a cross appeared on the martyr’s shoulders, making his end more
impressive. Shatberashvili describes the torture scene even more meticulously,
one might say, like a cinematographic shot. The executioner gathers his strength,
preparing for the strike with a certain physical effort, which adds more drama
to the plot. There is also a difference in the strike location (with Sabanisdze - on
the neck, while with Shatberashvili - on the back), which implies even more
pain. Besides the different forms of execution, in the novel, Abo is punished for
a different reason. Abo was friends with the son of Kartli’s Eristavi. The Emir
of Thilisi was planning to send Nerse’s heir to Baghdad as a hostage. Abo saved
him from this danger by helping him escape the city. Sabanisdze portrays Abo
as a radiant saint. In every hagiographic work, we encounter the artistic image
of light. Shatberashvili also repeats this established image symbol, with a white
cross appearing on the saint’s back. Even the executioner notices it.

It’s clear that for the writer, the main focus is not only to portray Abo’s
personality or depict his tragic end. For him, it’s essential to explain the meaning
and significance of Abo’s heroism and martyrdom. Several details in the novel are
noteworthy. Shio’s brother, who has abandoned his faith and entered into the
service of the Arabs, asks him to stay in the city and invites him home.

“Rest your bones, man, let’s drink, I have fresh Mtkvari fish, they catch it
for Epiphany and...” “You’ve forsaken Christ but still won’t give up Epiphany?”
(Shatberashvili 2011, 297) - the surprised Shio interrupts him. A critical assessment
of this passage allows us to understand the personal difference of Shio’s brother.
Kutsna is a Georgian who has sided with the enemy and denounced Christ. Yet he
still retains the desire to host his brother in the Georgian way. The reader meets
two people with opposing values. Contrasting images are created, and against the
background of the brothers, we are reminded of the difficult social situation that
Sabanisdze described - how Arabs won over Georgians in various ways - some
through violence, others through deception and inexperience. For Shio, Kutsna’s
behavior is unacceptable and incomprehensible. This passage reflects the fall and
devaluation of believers’ ideals, the reality of Soviet life, and false and superficial
faith, as religious holidays are marked only by abundant feasts.

In one of the episodes, Giorgi Shatberashvili masterfully emphasizes the epoch
in just a couple of sentences: “In the distance, by the ravine, a small white church
was visible. The church’s cross was broken” (Shatberashvili 2011, 301). The
white church is a symbol of Christian purity, which has been the foundation of
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Georgian identity throughout the centuries. However, now its cross is broken,
which represents the era’s violent approach towards religion and the trampling of
spiritual values. Through the damaged cross on the church, Shatberashvili reveals
the spiritual crisis of the society of that time, the neglect of cultural heritage, the
violation of national identity, and lost traditions.

The 20th-century writer attempts to create a new interpretation of the saint’s
image and understand his contribution through the literary text about Saint Abo
of Tbilisi. The saint who sacrificed himself for Christian and national identity is
transformed in Shatberashvili’s work, which is connected to the author’s vision,
his individualism, and the spiritual and aesthetic requirements of the modern
era. The hagiographic image of Saint Abo of Tbilisi represents the foundation of
modern literary traditions and the spiritual nourishment of national values.

134



