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A RETROSPECTIVE OF MIRIAN SHVELIDZE
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Over the past two years, the Dimitri Shevardnadze National Gallery has
hosted a variety of exhibitions, with the solo showcases of several artists
particularly standing out. These exhibitions have allowed the public to
engage with the works of highly esteemed artists, who were previously
recognized only by a select group of connoisseurs. A notable example is
the retrospective of Mirian Shvelidze, titled Miro.

Shvelidze has distinguished himself as a unique voice within the social
and cultural landscape of his time. His style, while reflective of his era,
also maintained a distinct individuality, differentiating him from the
opportunists. He has adeptly captured the essence of Georgian urban life,
artistic allure, and the immediacy of a creator connected to the people. His
works themed around Thilisi stand as a testament to the city’s traditions,
embodying both ethnic and social nuances.

Although scenography is Shvelidze’s primary discipline, the recurring motif
in his oeuvre is Thilisi. Notably, only a selection of his Thilisi-centric works
was displayed at this exhibition. These pieces, particularly those created
in the 1980s when Shvelidze began experimenting with assemblages and
collages, showcase an increased interest, diversity, and complexity.

In his triptych Motifs of Old Tbilisi, 1975 (oil on wood, 60X82, 48X86,
National Gallery Collection), Shvelidze captures the historical and cultural
richness of Thilisi. This piece serves as a homage to the city’s rich cultural
and aesthetic lineage, influenced by traditional Georgian, Persian, and
Western European elements.

The works of Mirian Shvelidze invite reflection on our engagement
with history. His nuanced approach to the texture of artistic expression
distinguishes him as a remarkable artist. The uniqueness of his language
solidifies his status as an exceptional talent.

The exhibition of Mirian Shvelidze, a significant figure in the new wave
of Georgian scenography, spanned two floors of the National Gallery. A
dedicated hall showcased his pieces that celebrate the theme of Tbilisi.

FOREWORD

Alexandra Gabunia

Head of the Exhibition Department,
Georgian National Museum’s
Group of Museums
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On the cover: Silk Road Rout installation in the hall of Marco Polo
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MIRO

A Retrospective Show of Mirian Shvelidze at the Georgian National Gallery

From December 12, 2023, to January 5, 2024, the Georgian National Gallery proudly
presented a retrospective show of the renowned set designer, Mirian Shvelidze, for
the first time. This exhibition showcased an amalgamation of paintings, scenography,
and the plafond of the Marco Polo restaurant. Fragments of the latter, fortuitously
preserved from destruction, were reimagined by the curator into a grand installation
depicting the Silk Road route, which adorned the walls of one of the gallery halls.

The quintessential aim of any exhibition is to craft a realm for visitors to traverse
and uncover new insights. Mirian Shvelidze’s oeuvre as a set designer offers boundless
possibilities for such exploration. Set design encompasses scenic models, costume
and scenery sketches and theatrical props, each a microcosm within itself. Through
the curation of the exhibition material, these micro-worlds seamlessly mingled into
a broader space, a universe with its main thoroughfare aligning with the historic Silk
Road route, highlighting Thilisi and the Rustaveli Theatre as pivotal waypoints.

Consequently, Shvelidze’s retrospective, segmented into three distinct sections:

Tbilisi: Featuring oil paintings, theatrical props, set design and wall painting
sketches.

Marco Polo: Displaying the extant fragments of a plafond, linked together through
the symbolic language of cartography.

Theatre: Comprising stage models, props, photo collages, and an array of stage
design and costume sketches.

Thus, the exhibition was framed within a conceptual context, with the Silk Road
installation serving as its centrepiece.

The exhibition was called Miro, according to the nickname of the artist.

Collected in this small catalogue are only some parts of the extensive oeuvre
which presented the master’s retrospective show at the Georgian National Gallery.
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TBILISI

“A slow flame blew over the city"

Thilisi is the main and most mystical motif in the
paintings of Mirian Shvelidze.

Within his works, the city is depicted as a stage
model or a kaleidoscopic microcosm, comprised of
Grigory Gagarin’s ethnographic paintings, photo-
graphs by Dmitry Ermakov, various old family al-
bums, and citations from Pirosmani’s paintings and
Qajar art.

Allusions to the works of Francisco Goya - the
favourite artist of Shvelidze - as well as the Flem-
ish masters, transform all this pluralism and eclecti-
cism of Western and Eastern cultures into a myste-
rious and fabulous show. Besides oil painting, the
collage technique is the primary artistic method
employed in the Thilisi series. Most of the works
presented here are wall painting sketches for the
Tbilisi Palace of Rituals and restaurants Marco Polo
and Phaeton.

MARCO POLO

West-Eastern Diwan

The most famous restaurant in Thilisi in the 1990s,
Marco Polo, was decorated by the set designers
Mirian Shvelidze, Ushangi Imerlishvili, and Gogi
Kvrivishvili.

Mirian Shvelidze created a large plafond and
wall inserts depicting the main destination points
of the legendary Italian traveller along the Silk Road
route. While crafting the plafond for Marco Polo
restaurant, Mirian Shvelidze conjured his own the-
atre, assuming the dual roles of director and artist.
He introduced a cast of historical and mythological
characters, creating symbols and arranging a tab-
leau of figurative and abstract imagery across the
restaurant’s ceiling.

The ceiling of Marco Polo is a tapestry of iconog-
raphy, weaving together elements from European
and Asian cultures. Each icon is intricately linked to
a specific locale along the Silk Road. This intertext
is composed of citations and allusions: the visage
of Marco Polo, the Venetian explorer, echoes the
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portrait of Charles V by Bernard van Orley; Mariam
Bagrationi’s countenance merges Byzantine iconog-
raphy with Qajar portraiture; and a slave strumming
the saz - the icon of Persia - is reminiscent of Car-
avaggio’s The Lute Player.

At the intersection of Western and Eastern civ-
ilizations, Prometheus stands central among the
images. The titan, an emblem of progress, is en-
shrouded in the ethereal blue of fire.

Shvelidze’s postmodern ethos shines through
in the Marco Polo ceiling, characterized by plural-
ism, where all cultures coexist with equal validity;
eclecticism, permitting a daring blend of existing
elements; the de-canonization of art, erasing the
boundaries between disciplines; and the concept of
culture and art as a spectacle, emphasizing enter-
tainment. Intertextuality becomes the norm, allow-
ing for quoting, paraphrasing, and alluding to the
works of others. This approach enables the creation
of a novel and original piece, boldly synthesizing all
that has come before.

Thus, Shvelidze’s creations, whether they depict
Thilisi, scenography, or the Silk Road route, can be
interpreted as both a fantastical narrative and a
chronicle of Thilisi, as well as the Rustaveli Theatre,
the artist Grigory Gagarin, the photographer Dimitri
Ermakov, the Qajar paintings, Marco Polo, and, most
endearingly, the artist’s favourite Niko Pirosmani.

In 2021, following the sale of the restaurant, the
ceiling was dismantled, and the surviving fragments
were moved to the decorators’ workshop at the
Rustaveli Theatre. The parts of the plafond present-
ed at the exhibition - once united, but now divided
into parts - were interconnected by the map’s con-
ventional language. This was a new interpretation
of the artist’s original work, which took us on a
journey into the miraculous world of Mirian Shvelid-
ze's West-Eastern Diwan.

The ceiling is painted on calico with oil paints
using a collage technique.
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THEATRE

Artist’s Theatre

The collaboration between Robert Sturua and Mirian
Shvelidze heralded a new era in Georgian theatre -
Sturua’s Political Theatre. This movement synthesized
all types of stagecraft: Director’s Theatre, Playwright’s
Theatre, Actor’s Theatre, and Artist’s Theatre.

The term Artist’s Theatre was first coined by the-
atre historian Viktor Beryozkin who described it as an
innovative art form emerging from the confluence of
contemporary fine art and set design, a legacy of the
Modernists’ ground-breaking work in scenic design at
the turn of the 20th century. Artist’s Theatre is charac-
terized by a tapestry of diverse art objects, assemblag-
es, and installations that fill the stage’s time-space
continuum, with their aesthetic significance parallel-
ing that of the dramatic narrative.

“The lifespan of the Artist’s Theatre is intertwined
with that of the master himself; it thrives under his hand
and fades away upon the completion of his life’s work
as a set designer.”

The exhibition sought to revive Shvelidze’s theatre,
celebrated for its intertextual layers, abundance of ref-
erences, textural richness, and flawless execution.

In homage to Shvelidze’s artistry, the exhibition’s
Theatre section showcased a vast array of his legacy:
costume and scenery sketches, scenic models, props,
and abstract collages. These latter pieces, assembled
from the paint-splattered remnants of the workshop
floor, along with the costumes designed by the
modernist scenographer Irakli Gamrekeli for Sandro
Akhmeteli’'s 1930 stage production of Lamara, and
props from the productions Waiting for Godot, and
gigantic dolls for The Sweetish, Sad Scent of Vanilla
stand as a testament to the vibrant creative spirit of
Shvelidze’s theatre.

Maia Chikvaidze
Curator of the exhibition
2024, Thilisi
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Mirian Shvelidze was a painter, set designer, and
interior decorator who worked as the Chief artist
at the Rustaveli Theatre from 1975 until his death
in 2022. He was an integral collaborator with
director Robert Sturua and played a crucial role
in staging his performances. Their collaboration
continued until Shvelidze's passing.

Shvelidze’s design work left an indelible mark on
Sturua’s turning-point stage productions, includ-
ing Kvarkvare (1974), Richard Ill (1979), King Lear
(1987), Macbeth (1995), Is he a human, this man?!
(2000), Hamlet (2001), Waiting for Godot (2002)
Sweetish, Sad Scent of Vanilla (2005), The Misfortune
of Darispani (2006), After Magritte (2012), Electra
(2014), Julius Caesar (2015), Maria Callas. Master
class (2019) and others.

Shvelidze also designed sets for plays at the
Griboedov Russian and Independent Theatres in
Thilisi, as well as various performances in Turkey,
Greece and lIsrael.

Beyond the theater, Shvelidze’s creative contribu-
tions extended to interior design. He crafted wall
collages for the VIP bar at the Palace of Rituals and
several Tbilisi restaurants, including Phaeton, Marco
Polo, and Golden Mug.

His innovative work has solidified his place as one
of the pioneers of modern Georgian set design.
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ILLUSTRATIONS

Toilisi

Oil on wood, collage. 50%70
Private collection

Tbilisi

Oil on wood. 40X 60

Private collection

Tbilisi hall

Old Tbilisi Motives. Triptych
Oil on canvas. 60x82, 48X 86
Georgian National Gallery Collection

Old Tbilisi Motives

Triptych wing

Oil on wood. 48X 86

Georgian National Gallery Collection

Rustaveli Theatre
Mixed technique on cardboard. 54X 90
Private collection

Rustaveli Theatre
Mixed technique on plywood. 50X70
Private collection

Set design sketch for the production Khanuma by
Avksenti Tsagareli, Dir. Robert Sturua

Oil on wood. 47 X76

Georgian National Gallery collection

Props for the Rustaveli State Theatre Production

The Sweetish, Sad Scent of Vanilla by Irakli Samsonadze
Dir. Robert Sturua

Cardboard, wood, papier-mache, textile. 225X60X35
Rustaveli State Theatre collection

Wall painting sketch for the Thilisi Palace of Rituals
Collage on cardboard. 43X 69
Private collection

Toilisi

Wall painting sketch

Coating and collage on canvas
Private collaction

Toilisi

Collage on carboard. 40X90
Private collection

Wall painting sketch for Thilisi Palace of Rituals
Collage on cardboard. 43X69
Private collection

Composition
Applique on playwood. 18X48
Private collection

Saints
Collage, coating on paper. 50X 40
Private collection

Composition. A fragment of the artist’s graduate work
Oil on wood. 60X 100
Private collection
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Italia - A Vase

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling
Oil on cardboard. 92%x123

Private collection

Portrait of Marco Polo.

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling
Oil and applique on calico. 180% 120
Private collection

Italia - Heraldic symbols

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling
Oil on calico. 60X225

Private collection

Italia - Cupids

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling
QOil on calico. 94x240

Private collection

Persia - Ghulam playing saz

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling
Oil on plywood. 235X 61

Private collection

Persia - Equestrian Shah

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling

0il, gold-like foil and applique on calico. 108X 146
Private collection

Sinae - A Compass

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling

0il, gold-like foil and applique on calico. 140X 105
Private collection

Byzantii et Iberiae - Mariam Bagrationi

A fragment of the Marco Polo ceiling

il and gold-like foil and applique on calico. 154% 180
Private collection

A Doll - theatrical prop for the Rustaveli Theatre
production The Sweetish, Sad Scent of Vanilla by
Irakli Samsonadze. Dir. Robert Sturua

Cardboard, papier-mache, fabric. 285x80%30
Rustaveli Theatre property

Stage model for Rustaveli Theatre production Kvarkvare
by Avksenti Tsagareli

Dir. Robert Sturua. 45X65X66

Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection

Set design sketch for Rustaveli Theatre production
Kvarkvare by Avksenti Tsagareli

Dir. Robert Sturua

Gouache on paper. 56X69,5

Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection

Set design sketch for Rustaveli Theatre production
Kvarkvare by Avksenti Tsagareli

Dir. Robert Sturua

Gouache on paper. 75X 100

Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection

Set design sketch for the Metekhi Theatre production
Let’s find a Vineyard! By Sandro Mrevlishvili

Dir. Sandro Mrevlishvili

Oil and applique on canvas. 55X 75

Georgian National Gallery Collection
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Posters for the Rustaveli Theatre production Kvarkvare by
Polikarpe Kakabadze

Dir: Robert Sturua

Gouache and applique on paper. 99X 69, 100X 60

Art Palace and Rustaveli Theatre Museum collections

A poster for the Metekhi Theatre production
Let’s Find a Vineyard! By Sandro Mrevlishvili.
Dir. Sandro Mrevlishvili

Photo and gouache on paper. 100X 60

Art Palace collection

Stage model for the Rustaveli Theatre production
Richard Ill by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua. 47 X65x83
Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection

Set design sketch for the Rustaveli Theatre production
Richard Ill by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua
Oil on canvas. 50X 60. Private collection

Costume sketches for the Rustaveli Theatre production
Richard Ill by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua
Gouache on paper. 32X22. Private collection

Costume sketches for the Ankara National Theatre
production Hamlet by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua
Gouache, applique and watercolor on paper. 28 xX49
Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection

Stage model for the Rustaveli Theatre production
King Lear by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua. 47 X65X83
Rustaveli Theatre collection

Stage model for the Rustaveli Theatre production
Hamlet by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua
49X65%X67

Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection

Set design sketch for the Rustaveli Theatre production
Hamlet by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua
Applique on playwood. 50X 60. Private collection

Set design sketch for the Rustaveli Tehatre production
Hamlet by Shakespeare. Dir. Robert Sturua

Applique, collage. 50X 60

Private collection

Stage model for the Rustaveli Theatre production
Is He a Human, this Man? After llia Chavchavadze
Dir. Robert Sturua. 50X65%53

Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection

Stage model for the production of Monolisk by Ardi Liives
Dir. Nana Khatiskatsi. 54X 75x12
Georgian National Gallery collection

Stage model for the Rustaveli Theatre production Electra
by Sophocles. Dir: Robert Sturua, Nika Heine-Shvelidze
37X45%X03

Rustaveli Theatre Museum collection
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