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GEOAIR PRESENTS: INTERVIEW WITH AN ARTIST.
SOPHIA TABATADZE ON BEHALF OF ARCHIDROME
IN CONVERSATION WITH GIORGI TABATADZE
(ARCHIDROME - CONTEMPORARY ART ARCHIVE).

Acknowledgement to GeoAIR volunteers:
Ana Gujabidze and Tinatin Nadareishvili

“MEDIA GRAFFITI”

Can you please tell us about the series of your works under
the name “Media Graffiti”?

Generally speaking, all my works are connected to media
in one way or the other. I am less interested in my own
authentic “self-expression,” I am more interested in finding
references in media and in culture generally and changing
them by means of appropriation. It is to a certain extent, a
“parasite” existence, which is nourished by the blood of the
body called society and culture.

A work always begins with a certain pause, with a moment,
which leaves me “agape.” “Media Graffiti” began from the
similar experience — [ was watching a story on TV about

a woman from Khulo, Khevlachauri district. She sued her
husband for marrying her, and divorcing her in just a month
- he accused her of not being a virgin. The woman travelled
around entire Georgia and tried to protect her rights at the
court and prove that she was a virgin at the time she got
married. The court did not know what to do and sent her
from one institution to another. On one hand, the situation
was comic and ridiculously crazy, while on the other hand, it
was very serious, showing the symptoms of its time - instead
of a clan, family relationship she turns to the institutions to
find the justice.
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The story in which the blind people physically attacked

each other in the Trade Union interested me for the same
reasons. The old generation tried to privatize the property
they inherited from the Soviet Union, while the younger
generation wanted to manage it by themselves. This

“theatre of violence” totally duplicated larger socio-political
event that took place earlier during the Rose revolution:
Shevardnadze vs. Saakashvili, old vs. young generation.

The young blind people rushed into the hall and tried to get
hold of the microphone in the exact same way as Saakashvili
acted in the parliament... So, even the most marginalized and
less-integrated part of our society was acting with the same
pattern as the one present on a larger political scale.

Those works are jointly called E=MC2. It was during 2003-
2005, when there was a large amount of energy accumulated
in the society, but we did not know yet how to apply it.
Thus it was spilling over in forms of violence. The Rose
Revolution released big amount of social energy and there
was a great demand for social change. There was also the
opportunity for that; however the opportunity was missed,
as the topics after 2005 show us the symptoms of absolutely
different character.

I am also interested in the topics, which contain two mutually
exclusive phenomena that somehow paradoxically coexist.
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This is the paradox of the time in transition that we have
already lived through for quite a long time.

For example, the Batumi Technological University had a

ferris wheel installed in the middle of university building.
Thus, carnival and education — two mutually exclusive,
seemingly impossible phenomena gathered in one building.
Yet there it was, standing, ready for the opening, ready for
the ribbon cutting ceremony an uncanny signifier of our time
in transition.

The event of mounting the cross over Bagrati Cathedral
represents the same incompatible and impossible state.
President Saakashvili himself mounts the cross over Bagrati
Cathedral. At that moment highest political and highest
religious symbols dissolved into each other, the president
became the highest religious authority and the cross became
the highest political symbol. So that seemingly democratic
system we lived in, all of a sudden moved thousand years
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back to the Byzantine era, where political and religious
power was the same. This confusion of signs is almost
uniquely the character of our times. This kind of hybrid
events, hybrid beings populated our reality.

The topic about the destruction of the enormo

us concrete monument dedicated to the Second World

War in Kutaisi was also powerful and very symptomatic.
It was a clear case of a country not being able to come

to terms with its own history - the desire to eradicate the
Soviet past. It somehow reminded me the moment from
the movie “Repentance” where throughout the whole
movie main character is digging out the deceased former
leader’s corpse from the grave. Not letting the dead into the
History. [Referring to the famous film by Tengiz Abuladze
“Repentance”]. It has always been impossible to fight

the dead and that is why I called this mosaic “Impossible
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Trajectory”. It is also important to mention that the explosion
caused the death of two people. Fighting the dead always
ends up in tragedy.

After you have gathered this type of topics, how did the work
develop?

I knew these topics meant a lot to me, though for a long time
I did not know how to deal with them, how to put them in
precise artistic form. Finally, I came to one phrase, which to
a certain extent opened up the context of how I saw them: [
wanted to create the iconography of our time. In Christian
iconography an icon is a window into the divine world. I
wanted to create a window through which we could enter
into inner logic and mechanics, which drive our cultural,
political and social reality.

What does the window exactly imply?

It is a difficult question — probably looking beyond the
surface. These topics may well be perceived simply as funny
or tragic and one can build whole artistic commentary around
it. However, if we place them in the specific historical and
social context, it will give a much more interesting picture.
Instead of “funny” or “tragic,” we could see inner laws

and inner logic of our time. We could have a chance to
understand our times. For this project I’ve created a website
where you can see all the sources such as video and photo
material, research, documentation of the actual works, as
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well as the maps and locations of each mosaic, so that the
viewer would have a full grasp of the project.

What other forms have you found for these topics later and
how duu transform them to your works?

Nowadays, the main character media is, that circulation of
news is more important than the content itself. To a certain
extent, modern media produces 24-hour butterflies. News
will complete a 24-hour cycle and will die, replaced by
another ones. [ wanted a halt, a pause of this accelerated
time. Video, as a medium, would not give me this
opportunity because it is itself also a product of this very
acceleration. That is why I selected an absolutely opposing
medium, very static and very “transcendental” medium

of mosaic. This medium reached its peak in medieval
Christian times and particularly in the Byzantine culture.
The whole conceptual emphasis and weight of the project
is on transforming modern media aesthetics into mosaics,
into some sort of iconography. That is to a certain extent an
impossible task; however, I wanted this impossibility also as
part of the project.

So in the essence, in slowing down media, you mean that you
also slow down yourself?

It is true; you have to slow down yourself as well.
Contemporary artists are constantly in the mode of
production and ‘acceleration’. We are influenced in the same
way, as all the other spheres are. Contemporary art has also
become a part of the so-called neo-liberal economy and
acts according to its laws. Concepts like pause, stillness
and deceleration are institutionally impossible and socially
unjustifiable categories within this system. Operating on the
border of knowledge and unknowable, in the mode where
something impossible to articulate should be expressed,
should find its way into the light. Unfortunately, today

we, artists are operating within the same paradigms of
communication and information technology, but the “twist”
is that for the communication to happen, there should be

a certain asymmetry, certain gap and unknown between
communicating sides, but all we do today as artists is the
exchange of the “known”.

How are the mosaics made?

The Open Society Georgia Foundation financed this project
in 2012. Technically, they are images from video imprinted
on ceramic decal paper, by means of which the image passes
onto ceramic tiles while being baked at 1000 degrees in a
ceramic kiln. After that I cut this tile into tiny cubes and
make mosaics.

Where and in which context did you show this work?
I installed the mosaics at different places in the city, as it was
important for me to make these works part of Tbilisi’s urban

environment. TV News is a part of home interior; we watch
them inside the privacy of our houses. I wanted to take them
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out in public and make them part of the city interior. Later, I
had the tours organized and took different groups around in
buses to see these works, introducing and discussing each of
them.

All your material comes from different sources, how do you
perceive the “copyright” in this context?

I think it is an open question — the one that yet nobody has
an answer to. There are two opposing attitudes towards it: on
one hand, the copyright must be protected in a stricter way;
and on the other hand, its protection becomes more and more
impossible. The method of appropriation entered visual art,
literature and is also part of everyday life. We all consume
and recycle enormous amount of material on Internet on
daily basis. Thus constantly consuming other people’s
images, videos etc. Given all these, how can we guarantee
copyright? It is kind of a modern day dilemma...

“Media Graffiti” — how did you think of this title?

Naturally, first part of the title - Media is quite obvious
because these materials come from media; and we’ve talked
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about them extensively earlier. Why Graffiti? - Because I
wanted these mosaics to become part of an urban fabric (or
texture), like graffiti.

What can you tell us about your general artistic views and
goals?

Generally, I’'m looking for references in spheres of culture,
politics or media and translate them into my works. It is
important, that within this process of translation to articulate
cultural actuality of these references, but at the same time
never to lose the element of un-translatable, incommunicable
which is an integral part of any translation.

That is, rather than in black and white itself, you are more
interested in the whole shade of the spectrum within it.
There are many artists who use media materials and by
means of appropriation they create new work. However
there are very few who manage to go beyond a simple
commentary. For example, the analyses and field they
cover in today’s contemporary Georgian art projects is very
often commonplace. They are recycling knowledge that is
commonly known facts to any relatively educated person.
I believe the artist’s work begins whenever something
inexpressible and impossible should be articulated; where
narrow and single-minded interpretations of things are no
longer possible.

In my works, my aim is to articulate the sort of ambivalences
that we’ve just talked about. The difficulty, however, is that

I can “read” so many things in just one video, one image

or TV topic, while I can express only so little of it. The
process of my personal development as artist depends on the
ability to interpret and translate more and more layers of this
“reading”. Unfortunately, often I see that my personal artistic
talents are incompatible to the amounts of the “reading” I can
do.

In other words you are a better “reader” than a “writer”?

I am a much better reader than writer. It might sound very
poetic or pathetic, but actually it is really like that.
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DATA CHIGHOLASHVILI ON BEHALF OF ARCHIDROME
IN CONVERSATION WITH MARIKE SPLINT
(ARCHIDROME - CONTEMPORARY ART ARCHIVE).

Marike Splint is an Amsterdam-based theater director

and educator, who works nationally and internationally.

Her experience ranges from re-imagining classical plays

to collaborating on original scripts and creating devised
performances. She has a strong interest in immersive site-
specific theater and international collaboration. Since 2011, she
has been one of the resident directors of the Oerol, Europe’s
leading site-specific theater festival. She is the artistic director
of the Roma B. and founding member of the Theaterstraat, a
shared theater space working together with the local community.
Since 2011, she has also been the associate director at TG
Space, creating interactive apps in former industrial spaces
inspired by the collective memory of that place. From January
2015, she has joined the faculty at the Department of Theater at
UCLA in Los Angeles.

During her residency stay at GeoAIR, Marike worked within
the project “Cooking Imaginations: Tbilisi Migrant Stories” and
created an interactive soundwalk through the central market in
Thilisi (Please see the last pages of the interview and enjoy the
sound walk experience).

Could you tell me about your background and why did you
decide that you wanted to work on site-specific theater in your
practice?

Marike Splint: The first time I created a site-specific theater
piece was when I was at school in New York. I devised a scene
in the library, in between the books. I really enjoyed it, because
you start working with other spatial structures and you start
thinking of how to engage what is already there, instead of
filling in an empty space.

Later, after my return to the Netherlands from New York, I was
really eager to start working but it was really hard to get into
regular theaters. I was very impatient, so I started to make site-
specific work outside the regular theaters instead of waiting for
theater venues to program me. Slowly my focus started to shift
to finding the stories behind the places that I worked in, and
after a while I realized I really liked working site-specifically
because I like to explore the topic of belonging and why people
have chosen to live in a certain place, why a place was deserted
or how people use a place. When you explore these topics on
the place itself, it has so much more meaning than when you try
to represent the place in a theater building. There is a layer of
meaning that you get from doing something in real life, which
I think you cannot get in regular theater. For me theater is a
discipline that really is about observation and how you look
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at your surroundings and how you judge or do not judge these
surroundings. And if you tell stories in a real space, in a public
space, it allows people to see their immediate surroundings in a
new way. It may affect their mode of observation, because you
offer them something else at the place they think they already
know.

How does the site-specific theater emerge generally? Is it
associated with a particular space, or is it more nomadic in its
character?

I think there is a difference between site-specific theater and
site-generic theater. Site-specific theater can only happen in
one place, so for example the soundwalk we are working on in
Thilisi is only about the Dezerter Bazaar. You can transform the
content to a different market, but this soundwalk fits only this
bazaar. An example of site generic theater is the work [ made in
hotel rooms and at train stations that use the characteristics of
the places that you can find at these places all around the world.
I like to work in both kinds of places, to explore how we place
ourselves at these places as human beings and what they say
about who we are. I think people’s identity up till not so long
ago was site-specific, very related to one specific place. But we
are spending an increasing amount of time at generic places like
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airports, train stations and even the internet. I think the increase
of these generic spaces affect our concept of identity. There

are people, and probably I am even one of them, that belong
anywhere, as long as they have their laptops with them. [ am not
judging this development, I do not think it is intrinsically good
or bad but I am fascinated by it.

Your projects are so specific to the sites that they themselves
are changing so fast nowadays. Are your projects designed to be
temporal or to live longer? What is the life span of your works?

I like to create soundwalks because they can stay and be
experienced even after [ have gone. The audience only needs
the track and the place to do them at any time they decide. The
oldest one I made is four years old and I think they can stay
relevant for quite some time. If you go in five years, the space
may have changed, so it is not forever. But I think [ am trying
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to explore ways to make theater that can stay and live at a place
for a while.

As we are discussing the form of your works, how does the
copyright work there? You might be using something from other
plays, or other texts, some music, something that is very typical
to that place and it makes into the soundwalk. Do you need to
make distinctions there?

I think theater is a very complicated discipline when it comes
to copyright, because it is such a collaborative art consisting of
the work of many artists in different disciplines: playwrights,
actors, directors, designers... So, whose work is it? Where is
there the boundary in the work of these artists, if there is any
at all? Every country deals with theater copyright differently.
For example, in the United States a director is not allowed to
film his own performance very often because he would infringe
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the copyright of the actor, so the actor’s copyright precedes the
director’s one.

Also, there is a very strict copyright for working with existing
plays in the USA and the UK. If you do “Waiting for Godot”
and you want Didi and Gogo to be performed by two women,
instead of two men, the Beckett Foundation will come and say
that you need to stick with the gender that is written in the text.
But, there are also examples of the opposite. The American
playwright Charles Mee puts all his plays online for everyone
to use and adapt. You only have to pay him fees if you use it
exactly the way it is written, but if you want to change it, you
can just go ahead and use it. He makes his works available and
open source for everyone. In contemporary theater there is less
work with written plays and the work is more often devised in
rehearsal. This process often uses different (textual) sources
that are transformed into something else. In The Netherlands we
employ a very free attitude in using different textual sources and
adapting them in a rehearsal process. There is less reverence for
the writer than in the USA and the UK. When it comes to my
own work, [ am not even sure who the copyright belongs to. |
think it is shared by me, the producing company and the sound
designer.

What about Amsterdam-Noord (North)? You have been based
there for a while and from what [ know that place is quite
special in terms of the cultural work that has been going there
during past years and in how that has changed the place and its
reputation. How did these processes occur and what was the
role of the type of activities that you are doing?

In the ‘90s Amsterdam-Noord was a drugs neighborhood.
Separated from the center by water and only accessible by
ferry, it was traditionally the ‘outcast’ part of Amsterdam. Part
of Noord has changed really fast in recent years, although

this is still mostly the “golden rim” of the Noord, which is the
part close to the water and easily accessible from the center. I
moved there because Chris Keulemans was starting the new
cultural venue the Tolhuistuin and was inviting artists who
did projects in Noord to live there. I witnessed, and was part
of, the process of gentrification. Artists are usually the first
ones to see the potential of neglected or underdeveloped areas,
and then they are followed by the students, the yuppies and
finally also by the upper class. This process is a force bigger
than the force of individuals, and it occurs in every city all the
time. In this process there’s always a moment when it’s really
interesting, when there is a real diversity, and then when an
area is ‘discovered’ by the rest of the city it tips over and it
becomes mainstream. For instance, in the street where I live
there were only Turkish bakeries and shady snack bars four
years ago, and now I can get fancy sun glasses and Italian thin
crust pizza. | have a work space that is further away in Noord
and it will take a while before that area will be gentrified. We
have had incidents when people have thrown stones through
our windows, because we were artists who have invaded their
space and they felt threatened, and we have had some incidents
of harassment. But now we have been there for two and a half
years and we are not the “new thing” anymore and it’s going
better and better.
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Launching the soundwalk, Tbilisi, 2014. Photo: Nini Palavandishvili

I think Noord is so important to Amsterdam because the rest of
the city is really taken by the establishment and there is little
room for experiments. In Amsterdam-Noord there’s both the
physical and mental space to step outside of existing boundaries
and set up organizations and projects that could not live in the
established part of the city center.

On the one hand you have artists who say their work is aside
from the political, and the social, and the cultural and on the
other hand, you have artists like yourself who are all about the
context and community involvement, doing works about or with
them. What is the situation regarding this in the projects that are
happening in Amsterdam-Noord?

A lot of artists that I share my workspace with have chosen that
they want to be artists that are engaging with their surroundings
in whatever ways. Sometimes it means that it is really a
community project and sometimes it means that you have a
studio and the doors are always open and people can come by
and have tea. It’s more about the attitude you have than about
the question whether your work is community art. It’s about
how you position yourself in relationship to society and what
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Launching the soundwalk, Tbilisi, 2014. Photo: Nini Palavandishvili

kind of citizen you want to be. I think a lot of the artist that
work in Noord have that urge to be part of something and place
themselves and their work in the middle of society, rather than
talking about it from a closed off space.

And how do you do your projects methodologically? There’s a
community that you get to know, there’s a specific problem you
want to address, how do you engage with them and how do you
involve them?

The process really depends on the project. I do not necessarily
make community art in the classic sense of the word. My final
products are always artistic and professional. But I often do start
from documentary interviews with people in a community. My
starting point is usually general human interest in someone’s
story. I think that almost everyone has an interesting history

or story that can be placed in a larger context. I always look
for how the individual story is linked to a larger movement

or development when I do my research. Then I usually use
this documentary material to create a text that translates this

in a more universal way, because documentary material is not
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always theatrical or condensed in meaning. You always need a
step to translate it in a way that the broader audience can relate
to this. So I look for the personal and the intimate in the story
and shape it into a story that becomes relevant and recognizable
for the larger audience. For example, I did a project where |
started off with interviews about the home place of migrants,
the place that they left behind and were longing for. But in the
text of the final project, also a soundwalk, I never located these
places in time or in place. But longing for a place in the past is
a universal feeling, and audience members started to associate
the text with places from their own childhood they could never
reach again. This way a migrant’s feeling of longing was made
tangible and personal for people who were not migrants.

How is it done in your project in Tbilisi? Where did the idea
come from, how did it develop and what is the final product?

The idea came to me when I saw the open call for the residency
for a site-specific project dealing with food, identity and
migration. | had worked before with the idea that taste and smell
are channels into memory, I started thinking about what would
be interesting, and started thinking of doing something at the
market. Everyone goes to market, that’s the place where people
come together, that is the source of all the dishes that are made
at home. A nice thing about a market is also that it’s everyday
there, a lot changes, but a lot of patterns stay the same. So in
making a soundwalk you can work with people and the produce
that you know the audience will see for sure, which is exciting
to me.

There are two versions, English and Georgian. You download
the track to your mp3 player, or phone, or tablet and you go to
the Dezerter Bazaar. This is not a sound-walk that is made to be
listened at home, it is very location based, so you go to Caffca
Caf¢ at the Dezerter bazaar, you take your mp3 player and hit
play. From that moment on, there is a voice that will guide you
and tell you where to go, where to look, where to stand still. It
will tell you the stories behind the faces that you see.

Marike Splint’s residency was the part of “Cooking
Imaginations: Tbilisi Migrant Stories” project, implemented by
GeoAlIR with the financial support of the Prince Claus Fund.

Thanks to Annie Davarashvili for proofreading the Georgian version.

AUTUMN/WINTER | 2014/2015 | COPYRIGHT | 53



©9896hotrgdal 308360l syam (o mdocmolol (396hGowYeH 3980630
06[’363@0 bamsoso BDBMB@OQ’SB\)O. Ob atcndsabo 03 8066)0500}0
obOmé)nsab, 3053 ad 36mq)nd®abnb bogoq)@a@ amqmas. d0Bo60
080loorgol, Gmd Jomo 33@0360[)00)30[5 Qoaoboboowgbggo 336)6330[}
0636900096()g30 3g0dobmb. 30860l ymggemmon®o syemBsn®abs

5 Log8ol 3900930l 3oBomgamy®oc, gb e (o 8L8gbgeml
28mgBon@gol 0 306 dmgmbgdgdde, o3 of 5@d80obgdol Boge

396dgd0bogol bsdotrm 0bgergrngbhgdol yoogsl n3og80ecogse.
@0806)006350[} BD%&)O[’ DU@O(" 036)0 aobo 8(‘033@@@036)0 daa@sbabob,

363993309, 6)33]:1[536);: o hgdLo: 8565039 L3emobeho

b8ol coBo0bo: emgdlen §ob0sdzoemo

oGm0 396L0ol gob8mgobgse: 8960d $0dedgacmo

063emolyéo 39600l gob8mgobgds: 856039 bdemobe

33E0g30: 008560 demgnBogs, 306008 3535b0dg, 96> ©08585330em0, @IS
30@(‘)@0330@0

66)\)(3033@0 @080060: 6050 %0@0306@0830@0

Bepe: dapgdh 36y

39 g060b 3ogés 89486acmo g htrgsol 39860l vywom

On&)ob 603003@0@360[) 30[.\0@360@, ambm3m, 30333800 3003333@
0bLihEd3098L.

1. 30300 33emdy:

2. 03@3%«533, MP3 %@303633 N Oab@{)d)%g aoQamgaﬁ)am Dezerters
Bazaar Soundwalk MP3 g3o0emo 0bgemoliyés b dotrorymm 9698

36

3. 09309306390 MP3 o3o0me (0bgemolyto 96 JoGomamo ggélos)
60@3@53630) 30’:3303@3630 ©° 333@33, ae@oooossm 03@30\3«)583,
MP3 egemgogdg o6 (hodemghBdy

4, o’:d3350 63@303@500':, MP3 03@3036)001 N OOB@D@OO’) (Ch]
gnebolidgbgdoo Bonom 3o03g 300330L00b gBghotgaal 080l

305@(\03@0@ (nbn@am 6330)

396 go®Bgge (hyeBg Bobgocoge 10:00-o6 17:00-8og. Loyzgergben
303008@0@330[) 30[)0()360@, @3633 36@0 60530@300 306(‘)(\0. oy
agambégbmos 36(»0@ Sebso@m, 5(«:33@3.) 338@368\5 505800685
960 96> 0Byl 5 Byaasbo obhgrgommoo.

5. 30539 3053300006 bo®rn? 306300
6. Qooaoaégm 336[}0[}3360

7. ﬁcé)mgco MP3 o3v0amo

8. byem gl 960l - Beaylb8obgon b3sl

aSoBGmBSm md3360 Bmobagqm@absbo facebook-ob ljaanoq;abom!

Dezerters Bazaar Soundwalk is an interactive and immersive audio experi-
ence through the central market in Thilisi, based on migrants stories who
shop there. The market is the public space where the whole city comes
together, every day, to find the ingredients for the recipes belonging to their
culture. In the midst of all the hustle and bustle of the regular market activi-
ties, this soundwalk transports the listener to all kinds of intimate memories
related to the dishes that people are buying their ingredients for.

Dezerters Bazaar Soundwalk unveils the stories behind the everyday actions,
the buildings and the faces of the market.

Concept, direction and text: Marike Splint

Sound design: Lexo Janiashvili

Georgian voice: Merab Chikashvili

English voice: Marike Splint

Research: Tamara Bokuchava, Data Chigholashvili, Mariam Kapanadze, Anna
Ramazashvili

Graphic Design: Nini Palavandishvili

Photo: Alex Perret

To experience GeoAlR’s Dezerters Bazaar Soundwalk, please follow the
instructions below.

1.Goto

2. Download the Dezerters Bazaar Soundwalk MP3 track in English or Geor-
gian directly to your phone, MP3 player or tablet

Or

3. Download the MP3 in English or Georgian first to your computer, and then
transfer it to your phone, MP3 player or tablet

4. With your phone, MP3 player or tablet, AND headphones go to Caffca
Café at Dezerters Bazaar (see map)

Once you have downloaded the track, you can do the soundwalk at any
time that is convenient for you, although we specifically recommend doing
it between 10:00 and 17:00. Do the walk by yourself for the best possible
experience. Or, if you go with friends, start with 5 minutes interval between
each person.

5. Are you at Caffca’s Café? Ok.
6. Put on your headphones

7. Start the MP3 track

8.That's it - just let the track run

let us know what you thought of your experience on facebook!
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Soviet period mosaics and lack of information about them
became departure point for our interest towards this topic.
While one can often encounter them in various areas Tbilisi
and whole country, systematic studies about them have not
been conducted so far. Many of them are facing the threat of
destruction and obliteration.

Hence, our decision was and is to register/document them
and to analyze their artistic value for saving them. Our
research covers the works of monumental-decorative
mosaics', which were created in public spaces of Tbilisi

and generally in Georgia during the ‘70s and the ‘80s of the
Soviet period. Those are mainly monumental panels, as well
as fountains, pools and decorative elements such as flower
pots, all created with smalti, ceramic tiles or with chamotte.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, this direction of

art was completely neglected, mainly due to the economic
condition of the country that followed it. Prolonged
recession caused the gradual damage of the existing mosaics.
Unfortunately, even today there is still neither political will,
nor any deliberation from the professional community or
public interest in conserving them.

The intensive changes within public space, that have been
taking place during the past 20 years, gave rise to our interest
in the monumental-decorative mosaics. On the one hand, it
is connected to the attempt of completely erasing the legacy
of the Soviet past from cultural or visual memory. On the
other hand, it also concerns the current global neo-liberal
policies (in this case, mainly the privatization of abolished
or partially functioning enterprises following the collapse

of the Soviet Union), changing public spaces as such where
public participation is disappearing. In general, unsystematic
transformation of our urban environment, amateur
interventions in forming the image of the city and facade
“Beautifications” have led to the destruction of mosaics in
the public spaces of Tbilisi.

The trends described hereby are symptomatic for the entire
country. We would like to introduce results of our research
on mosaics to the general public, remind locals about them
and show the legacy of our recent past to tourists interested
in Georgia. We hope that by emphasizing their value, we will
be able to increase general public’s interest in preserving

the mosaics. It is rather important to document them, put
together and analyze the material, as understanding the
history is the only way of its objective perception and

1 - ,8mbn396@ M0 bgrmmzgbgdol ghm-gHma babg, Hmdgma8a(s god8mbabmmgds, mMBs896@0 dgmagds d3mbgdmaga Jgab, dmdab, 3gMadagal, bab 6 bbgs banGggn dsbomgdabsgsb,”
bgemm36930b 96(303mmBgmaymMa mygdbogmba [6sbgolb mstngo: 18.10.2014]. / “A piece of monumental art where the image, an ornament is made of natural stone, glass, ceramic, wood or other
colorful materials,” [translated] Encyclopedic Dictionary of Art, http://www.nplg.gov.ge/gwdict/index.php?a=term&d=7&t=377 [Accessed on: 18.10.2014].
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gmgomo bysmdzgds 0bbEMmn896@gd0b Jombabs, sg@ma: 3m3nca Bggmgmo. Bgmn:1985-86 gm@m: 2013 / Former Factory of underwater instruments,
Author: Kukuri Tsereteli. Year: 1985-86. Photo 2013
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assessment. The destruction of related images will lead

to its improper interpretation. Besides, we believe that no
matter how “bad” the Soviet system was, it is part of our
history and demolition of associated forms and images
cannot erase it. Its proper comprehension would be more
effective and appropriate, rather than ignoring it. It should
also be mentioned that by preserving architecture, forms
and artworks associated with the Soviet period, we are not
aiming for the propaganda of Soviet ideology, but rather to
comprehend, understand and appreciate their artistic value.

The art of mosaic is about 4000 years old; it started by
using the kiln-dried clay pieces on surface decorations. The
roadways, ceilings and floor coverings paved with coloured
stones existed already in the 8th century BC, however

no specific patterns were followed. The exact geometric
ornaments and mosaic images of people, plants and animals
appeared later, in the 4th century BC, in Greece, where
mosaic transformed into the field of art. In Rome the mosaic
technique was mainly used for paving floors, while in the
Byzantine Empire it decorated buildings, mostly temple
ceilings and walls.

The art of mosaic also existed in Georgia. In 1971-1977
archaeological excavations in the vicinity of the village
Dzalisi revealed mosaic flooring from the 2nd century AD
at the temple of Dionysus. In 1952-1954, the archaeological
expedition of the Ivane Javakhishvili Institute of History,
Archaeology and Ethnography discovered the three-nave
basilica in Bichvinta from the 4th century AD. Its floor was
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covered with mosaic patterns from the 5th century. The
mosaics on the apses of the altar and on the stoa/gate, also
some fragments in different locations of the building were
relatively well preserved (currently kept in the Museum of
Fine Arts of Georgia). The samples of mosaic art pattern
were also preserved in the altar apses of the Mtsire Jvari
church in Mtskheta. The mosaic of Tsromi church dates back
to the first half of the 7th century. Most of the mosaics have
disappeared, however 3 relatively larger pieces are preserved
in the Museum of Fine Arts of Georgia. Mosaics of Gelati,
masterpiece of Georgian monumental art, date back to the
12th century?.

Starting from the 12th and the 13th centuries, the art of
mosaic was largely overlooked not only in Georgia, but
also in Europe, the Middle East and the Arab countries.

It was revived only in the beginning of the 20th century
(Westminster Cathedral, London, 1895-1903; Sacre-Coeur,
Paris, 1884-1914; and in Art Nouveau, especially in the art
of Antoni Gaudji). This field became very popular in the
socialist states, including Poland, Germany, and especially
Soviet Union countries. During the Soviet era, mosaic art
has undergone its “renaissance.” Along with monumental
paintings and bas-reliefs, often it is used in adornment of
facades and interiors. However, rather than being solely

2 - 0583300 (G-, »JoFomn bodgmos g6303mm3gwos,” &. VI, dsBmmmo bedgmms gb(304mm3geal dmsgsmo bsdgsBogHem Bawsdes, mdomabo 1984, 43.65. / 1. Abashidze (Ed.),

Joogmo badgmos gb303mm3gmos,” [Georgian Soviet Encyclopedia], Vol. VII, Main Scientific Editorial Staff of Georgian Soviet Encyclopedia, Tbilisi 1984, p.65.
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artistic, they were usually created for conveying the Soviet
ideology and political will. Though, the forms were changed
and bas-relief mosaic compositions became more frequent.

Currently the Soviet era mosaics constitute an integral part
of urban public spaces. The monumental-decorative art of
the Soviet period, and especially through the ‘60s to the ‘80s,
is mostly linked to the ideology propaganda, expansion of
industrial society and urbanization. These are often reflected
in public buildings and are indivisible parts of architecture.
The “70s and the ‘80s in the Soviet Union are marked with
extensive use of mosaics. Development of this direction in
Georgia is strongly linked to Zurab Tsereteli who laid the
foundation for the re-use of monumental-decorative mosaic
in Georgia, mainly through his works in the resort Bichvinta
(1959-1967). If mural paintings are more used for decorating
the interiors, mosaics were best fit for the fagades due to their
resilience. Mosaic panels were placed not only in the central
areas of the cities, but also in the regions, small villages

and settlements. For the most part, they were used on the
facades of public buildings and/or industrial enterprises,
though, were quite frequent in the interiors of canteens and
conference or concert halls. In urban environments they often
stand as independent decorative fountain pools and wall
structures; the small towns often have mosaic-decorated bus
stops, while resort areas present complex, three-dimensional
compositions (Bichvinta, Kobuleti). The octopus-shaped
architectural structure preserved in Batumi Boulevard, which
at the time functioned as a café, is a unique example of the
mosaic-decoration (Architects: George Chakhava, Zurab
Jalaghonia, Artists: Zurab Kapanadze, Nodar Malazonia).

The authors of these works often were the best artists of the
time, which largely conditioned mosaics’ high artistic value.
Shortly after we started our project, we discovered that this
area, unlike the other fields of Soviet art, is not researched,
artworks are not collected, classified and archived; hence,
often the data on their authors and the dates of creation do
not exist. Supposedly, this field of art was not appropriately
acclaimed. Collection of the relevant data became extremely
difficult. Neither the Union of Artists, nor archives and
libraries contained necessary information that we were
looking for. Identification of some authors and obtaining
general information about the mosaics in Georgia was
possible only through other still living artists, in most cases
we had to trust the memory of these people. These meetings
helped us to create a general picture as to how and in what
ways the system worked back then — what was precisely
done from ordering mosaics to their completion.

All projects were commissioned by the State and were done
through the Union of Artists and its Art Fund; though, some
people, presently perceived as managers, mediated between
the enterprises and the Union of Artists, and attracted
projects from all over the Soviet Union. The assignment was
subsequently implemented by the art manufacturing entity
under the Union of Artists and the Fund. A special committee
was announcing a competition for the outline; thus regulating
the quality of the work or ordering the accomplishment
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Chakhava, Zurab Kapanadze, 1980. Photo 2001
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to a specific artist based on the quality and the level of
sophistication of the work.

This seemingly fair structure was rather hard to get through.
The artists had to line up to get the desired assignment since
mosaic was considered the easiest way to “get money.”

The value of the work was determined according to its
compositional and artistic complexity, as well as with its
colourfulness. The remuneration was quite high, however
quite a large sum had to be returned to the owner of the
project. An easier and less costly way, though, was a direct
order from the enterprise to the artist. Thus they were
spared of the bureaucratic process prevailing in the Union
of Artists. In such cases, the design was accomplished using
the ceramic tiles produced in Navtlughi Ceramics Factory in
Thilisi. Then, it was impossible to control the quality, which
led to a lot of low-quality works.

However, this criticism may not apply to all existing mosaics
in Georgia. Many of them are still overwhelming the
spectators with their artistic and technical accomplishments.
Among them we can mention the mosaic panel, though
unfortunately quite damaged, at the resort Abastumani
(Author: Saurmag Ghambashidze), the Diorama on the

way to Kazbegi - (Architects: George Chakhava, Zurab
Jalaghonia, Artists: Zurab Kapanadze, Nodar Malazonia),

as well as the mosaics on the territory of Expo Georgia
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(authors: Guram Kalandadze, Leonardo Shengelia),
decorative frieze on the swimming pool complex Laguna
Vere (author: Koka Ignatov).

Specific theme of the mosaic was determined by the
function of the building it was attached to; mosaics on
enterprises were elaborated in praise of technological and
scientific progress and labour, iconography of independent
structures is saturated with national symbolism or depicts
heroes and fables from national literature. Some of them
are purely decorative and, even though Abstractionism was
not recognized by the Soviet art until its end, such images
facilitated conveying abstract thinking through art.

The survived artworks have become parts of the public
space and works still attract spectators’ attention. During our
research we even encountered the objects that were restored
by their new “owners.” Among them are the abovementioned
mosaics at Expo Georgia; interior mosaics in the swimming
pool Neptune; interior mosaics in the grocery store at #7
Tsintsadze (former Saburtalo) Str.; mosaics on Rescue
Service 112 Saburtalo branch fagade and in Tbilisi Fire
Service Museum interior, protection of which in the ‘90s
required a lot of energy and risk-taking from the head of the
service; Zurab Tsereteli’s mosaic located on the building

of the Trade Union, which, according to the staff, could

not be dismantled due to being a private property. Though,
the condition of most of them is still uncertain and remains
alarming. Currently, the fate of one of the best examples

of mosaics at the swimming pool complex Laguna Vere,
created by Koka Ignatov is unclear. This privatised building
has been closed for the public for over a year under the
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3588006567 3060L5bMZgMgdMEs. LobsMmBmgddy sMLgdymo
3mbo0 3980 &9dbmmmgan®a o9 893609 o 3Gmamagbab,
dMHm3ab 30beowgdsl gdLabyMgdmes. edmy0gdgmoa
3MbLEMNJ(30900L 03MbmaMaxgns, dofMomswsw,
Bo30mbamy@o bLoddmmon jom Mol oG oMM Yma 56
9Mm3bgmo mo@gMaG Mol gdoMgdl s bogygg@gdb sbobagl.
bBmangon 3omgsbo bygms gzmMs@ogmo babosmabos s
LB MgLms, HMI 35306 MmEgLs (3 Ladgmoms bgmmazbgdsda
deagnm 39M0mEsdg 56 5L dmds s oM 0gm snsMgdymo
23bEMog(30mB0b30, sbgma Lobab godmbabamgdgdo
23bGMog0Mgdmmo sdMmM3bgdal bgmmgbydada godmbe@gol
Lodmomgdsl admgmes.

ol 65393936930, MMImagda(s 3obsan@gdsb goenmBs,

©0g395b@gmo Logs®m bogM 3ol bobomow HRgds o
®R9M 300093 04393L Lodmasmgdal yn@amgdsb.
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pretext of renovation; however, the rumours about its
demolition are still in the air. Unfortunately, time, private
interests and nihilism wasted such important artworks as
those that were at the restaurant Aragvi, Lagidze Waters
shop, Hydro-Meteorological Institute, Rustaveli subway
entrance. We hope that presented text will increase public
apprehension, support their visibility and thus contribute to
the documentation of threatened mosaics and monumental-
decorative artworks. Perhaps, the little we do might become
pivotal for their further protection.

We would like to express our gratitude to everybody

who enthusiastically helped us in collecting the material,
discovering the mosaic artworks, identifying the authors.
Special thanks to Nino Siradze and Alex Kedelashvili, who
are enthusiastically collecting information on Soviet mosaics
and supported our research (http://soviet-mosaics.ge/), also
to Nika Tsiklauri and Zura Dumbadze for documenting
mosaics throughout Georgia and sharing them with us. And
finally, we would like to express our gratitude to those artists
who employed mosaic is their artistic career and for the
pleasure we enjoy through their works.

* Full version of text and documentation of mosaics in
Thilisi is available in a publication: GeoAIR, Lost Heroes
of Tbilisi. Soviet Period Mosaics, Tbilisi, 2014. For a copy,
please, contact: info@geoair.ge
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3mdmo3s300b gbadgba @aagzn393dnMmno: info@geoair.ge
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