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Sunday, March 4, 2007

	Old Goa findings hold great significance 

	

	We wanted to establish closer links between Georgian and Indian archaeologists" Alexander Noneshvili 
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DNA tests on bone fragments recovered from the excavation at the Augustinian complex in Old Goa could bring to closure the intriguing search for the remains of the 16th century Georgian Queen Ketevan. It has taken the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) 20 painstaking years to unearth the tomb that once held the black box with the queen's remains. Fragments of bone and stone inscriptions found at the site have been scientifically analysed and archaeologists believe they are indeed on the right track. The ASI's excavation has in the process exposed the impressive ruins of what was once an architectural marvel. 

Revered as a saint in her country, Queen Ketevan was taken prisoner by Emperor Shah Abbas I of Persia in 1613 and put to death in 1624 for refusing to convert to Islam. In 1627, part of her remains was brought to Goa by Augustinian friars, who had them entombed in the chapter chapel of the Augustinian seminary on the Holy Hill. The search for the Queen's remains in Goa started in 1985 after an official request by the government of the then Soviet Union. Historian-archaeologist Alexander Noneshvili, who was part of the Georgian delegation that came to Goa recently to visit the Old Goa site and hold discussions with the ASI team spoke to Devika Sequeira of Deccan Herald on the significance of the excavation. 

Deccan Herald : What was the purpose of your visit to Goa? 

Alexander Noneshvili: The purpose was to establish closer links between Georgian and Indian archaeologists and to become closely aware of the results of Archeological excavations in Old Goa. Our principle interest was to identify the exact location where the remains of Queen St Ketevan were buried. 

DH: Is your project government funded or is it a private initiative? 

AN: The project was started by the famous Georgian film director and public figure Revaz Tabukashvili. After he died there were several groups who tried to take up the search. During the last five years, our team guided by Fr Giorgi Razmadze, father superior of Avchala Saint Ketevan Church in Tbilisi, has been looking for sites where the saint's remains might have been buried in many countries of the world — Belgium, the Vatican, Portugal. Our effort is strongly supported by the Georgian government as well as Patriarchate of Georgia, the Academy of Sciences of Georgia, Georgian media and the whole Georgian society, I dare say. 

DH: Is it true that DNA tests will be carried out on the Queen's remains? Will the search for her remains in Goa stop if the tests prove negative? 

AN: Despite the scientific reports by my Indian colleagues proving that the remains are that of the Queen's, Dr Tahir (ASI's chief archaeologist in Goa) and myself are considering it expedient to carry out a DNA test. Irrespective of its result, the searches will continue. According to the Christian traditions the remains of the saints were separated and distributed in different churches and temples around the world. 

DH: How significant was your visit to the excavation site? Is there still a lot of interest about Queen Ketevan in Georgia and why? 

AN: The visit had filled us with excitement. Before our arrival we had received information from my Indian colleagues that the excavation had been completed and some bones and fragment had been unearthed. They also informed us that a documentary had been made about Queen Ketevan. The Queen was a remarkable historical figure from the Georgian royal family (she was the mother of Georgian King Teimuraz I) and a mother, who sacrificed herself. Her martyrdom has gained her an eternal home in each Georgian's heart. 

DH: Was the Queen a Roman Catholic or Orthodox Christian? Is it true she was put to death by Shah Abbas I? Is it a fact that some of her remains are in Shiraz (Iran). 

AN: Queen Ketevan was born, lived and died as an Orthodox Christian. The Shah of Iran tried to marry her but she refused. She remained firm and unchangeable. Ketevan was severely tortured by the order of Shah Abbas on September 12, 1624. In spite of severe torture, nobody was able to make the Queen change her religion. The only common thing between the Saint and her executioner was poetry. 

DH: As an archaeologist what is your view on the Ketevan case. Is there enough scientific evidence to establish that her remains were indeed brought to Goa by Augustinian monks in 1627 and buried in the St Augustine church at Old Goa. 

AN: Ketevan's case is very important to me personally first of all as a Christian and secondly, as a historian-archaeologist. Regarding the scientific sources that the saint's remains were indeed brought to Old Goa, there is enough evidence published in special scientific magazines and other popular issues to support it


