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Throughout history, agriculture has played a vital role in the
economy and culture of Georgia. The polytheistic pantheon of the
Georgian pagan tradition includes deities designated to oversee
various societal domains, paralleling practices found in other
cultures. Notably, the agricultural sector has sought the favor of
supernatural forces, which has led to the preservation of ritual
practices associated with deities of fertility and weather control
within Georgian cultural heritage.

These rituals can be categorized into two main types: the first
involves preventive actions using sacred water, while the second
consists of rituals specifically aimed at alleviating prolonged
adverse weather conditions. Weather-influencing rituals were not
tied to a strict calendar but were conducted in response to particular
meteorological phenomena.

Similar to various other ritual practices, the efforts to mitigate
adverse weather in Georgia were predominantly orchestrated by
women. These ceremonies employed a syncretic art form, with dance
serving as a vital sacred element of the rituals.

Researchers of Georgian choreography, Lili Gvaramadze and
Avtandil Tataraidze, have delved into these rituals, emphasizing that
dance is an indispensable aspect of these ceremonies. Gvaramadze
asserts:
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,Lazaroba“ is linked to pagan traditions. This custom was
accompanied by an ancient song known as ,lLazare“, which was
performed during times of drought or excessive rainfall. While
the lyrics would vary based on the circumstances, the musical
structure remained consistent. Given that singing and dancing were
closely intertwined in earlier times, it is likely that a ritual dance
accompanied the performance of ,Lazare, characterized by fluid and
graceful movements®.

Gvaramadze’s statement implies the incorporation of syncretic art
within religious rituals, a logical interpretation. However, we contend
that this perspective is inadequate. In our assessment, dance played
a farmore crucial role in the ritual than merely serving as a decorative
element. Throughout our research, we consistently encountered
evidence highlighting the importance and sacred function of dance
in religious ceremonies. We argue that in the Lazaroba ritual, dance
was a fundamental component, on par with the chanting, and held
equal significance to other artistic forms involved in the ceremony.

Avtandil Tataraidze further investigates the presence of dance
within various ritual classifications, particularly through the example
of ,Kokhinjroba“ which has been documented in the Racha region. In
this ritual, dance serves as the concluding phase of a folk celebration,
highlighting its significance within the cultural context.

While dance is not explicitly mentioned in any weather-related
rituals in Georgia except for ,Kokhinjroba“, it is difficult to believe
that these ceremonies entirely excluded dance, especially in their
concluding phases, which involved feasting with food-laden
participants. It seems improbable that these rituals would have
omitted dance and entertainment, particularly during the final parts.

We agree with Tataraidze’s assertion that it is unlikely for
weather-related ceremonies to have completely excluded dance.
However, we take exception to the notion that dance was solely
reserved for the concluding phase of the celebratory feast. Though
dance is indeed a crucial component of Georgian festivities, its
significance within rituals is heightened when it is performed as a
sacred act, rather than merely as part of the final celebrations.
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Weather-related rituals aimed at influencing droughts and
excessive rainfall are known in Georgia by various regional names,
including ,Lazaroba“ ,Gonjaoba“, ,Koti-Kotoba“, ,Didebaze Dalva“,
and ,Tsqvimis Mokhvna“ (Rain Plowing). Although these local names
differ, their underlying purpose remains consistent: to seek divine
favor through religious rituals for desired weather conditions. Our
objective is to reconstruct the choreographic elements of these
ceremonies and to identify the dance forms inherent within them.

Numerous scholars have documented ritual performances related
to droughts and prolonged rainfall across various regions of Georgia.
However, this study will specifically focus on the insights offered by
Ilvane Javakhishvili, with the aim of emphasizing the significance of
dance within the Lazaroba ritual.

Javakhishvili’s descriptions clearly highlight a fundamental aspect
of women’s dance rituals: the presence of a ,chosen one“ During
the ,Tetri Giorgoba“ (White George Festival), a ,slave woman® is
designated as the divine representative. The ,Batonoba“ (Lords’
Ritual) is conducted by a specially appointed ,mediator®, while in the
Khevsurian ,Tavalart Ageba“ (Tavalar Ascension), the chosen figure
is referred to as the ,Meene“.

In the Lazaroba ritual, a virgin originally served as the sacrificial
victim. Javakhishvili clearly states that the ritual involved a form of
simulated human sacrifice. This observation leads us to propose that,
similar to other ancient women’s dance mysteries, the concept of the
,chosen one“ was a vital component—whether in the capacity of a
sacrificial victim or as a priestess. Among the previously discussed
rituals, two are distinctly identified as dance-based mysteries.

With respect to the Khevsurian ,Tavalart Ageba“ in which the
~Meene“ represents the chosen figure, scholar Dimitri Janelidze
highlights in his seminal work, ,,The History of Georgian Theatre®,
that this ritual was conducted in a saperkhulo (group dance) format.
Such parallels reinforce our hypothesis that the Lazaroba ritual would
be inconceivable without the element of dance.

Inexamining the White George festival, we find that ancient pagan
worship encompassed sacred circle dances and the presentation
of sacrificial offerings. The Lazaroba ritual likewise featured ritual
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songs and the symbolic dousing of a selected girl in water—an act
that, as noted by Javakhishvili, signified a form of human sacrifice.
Therefore, we contend that, in addition to singing, the performance
of a ritual dance (such as a perkhuli or round dance) should also be
regarded as an essential element of the ceremony.

Zurab Kiknadze describes syncretism in folk celebrations as
follows:

,Complex manifestations of syncretism can be observed in folk
festivals and performances, where various elements such as spoken
language (even in the form of a scripted narrative), visual arts
(including masks and costumes), music, and dance are cohesively
integrated into a singular event®.

The Lazaroba ritual fully aligns with Kiknadze’s definition,
encompassing multiple branches of folk art within a single ceremony.

Our confidence in this research is reinforced by Dimitri Janelidze’s
theory that ancient Georgian dramatic performances were structured
as saperkhulo (circle dance) spectacles. According to Janelidze, , The
primary bearer of melody and text was initially the round dance,
which held the greatest importance®.

If we apply this perspective to the Lazaroba ritual, our hypothesis
regarding the essential role of round dance in the ceremony becomes
even more justified.
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