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ICONOGRAPHIC SOURCES AND THEIR ROLE IN THE STUDY OF 

LEATHER MATERIALS 

 

Abstract: This study explores the role of iconographic sources in the investigation of materials used in Georgian 

ethnographic leather products. Manuscript miniatures and visual representations are analyzed as indirect sources 

of information on the form, function, and structural characteristics of leather items within historical costume systems. 

The research combines iconographic interpretation with material-oriented analysis, focusing on the depiction 

of clothing, footwear, and decorative elements across different historical periods. The findings demonstrate that, 

despite their stylized nature, visual sources provide valuable insights into the technological and cultural aspects of 

leather processing and usage. 

The study highlights the importance of integrating art-historical and material-science approaches in order to 

reconstruct traditional leather products and better understand their evolution within Georgian material culture. 
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Introduction 

Information about leather processing, product 

construction, and manufacturing technology in 

Georgia is scarce in written sources about Georgian 

ethnographic life. The tradition of leather processing 

and shoemaking is very interesting because it 

combines traditions, technology, and cultural 

symbolism from different ethnographic areas. 

Georgian written monuments, including 

manuscript books and miniatures, represent an 

important iconographic source that enables the study 

not only of artistic traditions but also of components 

https://s-o-i.org/1.1/tas
https://dx.doi.org/10.15863/TAS
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of material culture, such as clothing, accessories, and 

particularly leather products. In Georgian 

manuscripts, ornamentation and miniatures occupy a 

significant place, with the earliest surviving examples 

dating back to the 9th century. 

One of the earliest known examples is the 

Anbandidi Gospel, which belongs to the group of rare 

manuscripts containing the Four Gospels. Although 

its initial part has not survived, the preserved 

fragments still allow for the evaluation of its artistic 

style, aesthetic principles, and system of decorative 

elements. Such sources are particularly valuable, as 

the depicted details provide indirect evidence about 

the materials used, including leather, as well as their 

processing techniques and visual characteristics. 

During the so-called “Golden Age” of the 

Georgian state (11th–13th centuries), manuscript 

decoration reached a high level of development. In the 

miniatures of this period, including those preserved in 

the National Archives, both architectural elements and 

decorative motifs—such as mythical animals, 

ornaments, and stylized forms—are clearly 

represented. These compositions not only fulfill an 

aesthetic function but also indirectly reflect elements 

of material culture, including structural features of 

clothing and footwear. 

Particularly noteworthy are the miniatures dating 

from the 13th–14th centuries, where the human figure 

and costume are depicted in greater detail. For 

example, in the representation of Saint Shio 

Mghvimeli and Evagre, attention is drawn to the form, 

silhouette, and material perception of secular clothing. 

This is of considerable importance for historical 

costume studies and material analysis [1]. 

From the 14th century onwards, manuscript 

illumination becomes increasingly detailed. Greater 

attention is given to background, furniture, and 

environmental elements. Changes in color palette, 

taste, and stylistic approaches indicate broader 

technological and cultural transformations. Art 

historians identify a so-called “folk stream” in the 

painting of the 15th–16th centuries, characterized by 

increased realism and attention to everyday details, 

including clothing and accessories. 

A notable example is the 1494 donation charter 

to the Bodorna Monastery, commissioned by Eristavi 

Vamiq Shaburisdze and his consort Dulardukht. The 

accompanying illustrations, executed in vivid colors, 

provide valuable information about the clothing of 

Georgian nobility, textile textures, and ornamental 

systems. The structural elements of garments 

presented in these images indirectly indicate the 

functional and decorative role of materials, including 

leather. 

In the 19th century, newly established styles of 

manuscript decoration and church painting in Georgia 

continued to emphasize national motifs. The 

illustrated publication by Gobron (Mikheil) Sabinin 

represents an important visual source combining both 

religious and secular themes [1] (Fig. 1, 2, 3). 

 

  
 

 
Fig. 1. Warrior Saints (St. George, St. Demetre and St. Theodore) and Holy church Fathers (St. Gregory the 

Theologian, St. John Chrysostom and St. Basil the Great) Gulani, 16th century paper; nuskhuri [1]. 
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Fig. 2. Miracle of Liberation by the Princess Versified Life of St. George, 17th century Paper; Mkhedruli [1]. 

 

      
Fig. 3. 1795. Donation and marking boundaries charter of King Solomon to Motsameta Monastery paper, 

mkhedruli Scribe: Presbyter Nikolaos Gabaoni [1]. 
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Fig. 4. Vani Four-Headed Tribe, XII-XIII centuries.1 

 

It is noteworthy that in iconographic sources, 

saints, laypeople, and other individuals are often 

depicted barefoot or wearing simple sandals (Fig. 4). 

Although these iconographic sources do not 

provide direct material-science data, their systematic 

analysis allows for the reconstruction of the form, 

function, and usage context of historical leather 

products. Therefore, they play a crucial role in the 

study of the evolution of Georgian leather 

craftsmanship and serve as a foundation for both 

costume and biomechanical analysis. 

This study employs an interdisciplinary 

methodological framework that integrates 

iconographic analysis with material-oriented 

investigation in order to reconstruct the properties, 

functions, and evolution of leather products within 

Georgian ethnographic culture. The research is based 

on a hybrid (QM) model combining qualitative 

interpretation and empirical observation. The 

approach bridges art-historical analysis with material 

science and biomechanics, allowing for a multi-

layered understanding of leather artifacts, even when 

direct physical samples are limited or degraded [2-10]. 

The methodology relies on three complementary 

data sources: 

• Iconographic sources (manuscript 

miniatures, murals, illustrated documents);  

• Museum artifacts (preserved leather 

objects); 

• Field materials (ethnographic samples 

obtained from local populations).  

Iconographic sources are treated as indirect but 

highly informative evidence for reconstructing 

historical leather products. 

The integration of iconographic and material 

analysis provides a novel framework for studying 

historical leather products. It enables: 

• reconstruction of lost or degraded artifacts;  

• understanding of material behavior over 

time; 

• connection between cultural representation 

and physical function.  

This approach contributes not only to 

ethnographic and historical studies but also to modern 

applications in design, conservation, and material 

engineering. 

Given that this material remains largely 

unexplored, its systematization and presentation in 

both album and scientific formats are essential for 

advancing research on Georgian material culture, 

particularly leather products. Our team is working on 

this, and at the final stage of the research, the results 

of both the study of written sources and the analysis 

of iconographic material will be presented. 
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