Marita Sakhltkhutsishvili, Mariam Shergelashvili

Global Context and Identity Issues in the Art of Contemporary Emigré

Georgian Artists

Marita Sakhltkhutsishvili

Global Context and Identity Issues in the Art of Contemporary Emigré Georgian Artists is
a part of the fundamental research project “Integration and Identity,” financed by Shota
Rustaveli National Scientific Foundation. The project was implemented by a group of
Thilisi State University professors and young scholars: Mzia Chikhradze, Ketevan

Shavgulidze, Lana Karaia, Mariam Shergelashvili, and Marita Sakhltukhutsishuvili.

The study of the art of Georgian émigré artists and the identification of their artistic self-
belonging is one of the main keys to discover more about contemporary Georgian visual
art in the global context, and it is the first attempt to study the above-mentioned issues.
The massive migration with in the population at the end of the 20th and beginning of the
21st century is one of the painful and complex occurrences of the recent Georgian history,
and its positive or negative impact on the social, political, economic or cultural levels of
the modern Georgian society is still not completely studied — and is a subject to dispute.
There are many artists among the large number of people who emigrated to other
countries abroad and their life stories have developed in different ways. Some integrated
into their new society as artists, retaining their own professional identities and achieving
significant success; other artists re-evaluated their opportunities and moved into other

related professions, or choose totally different ones.

The work of Georgian visual artists living abroad has not been studied systematically on
either a local or global level and it still remains quite unknown to art specialists. This topic
acquires more and more importance due to (1) the role of émigré Georgian artists in the
process of Georgia’s cultural integration with the West, and (2) the impact of their art on
the general development of contemporary Georgian visual art. Most of the artists who are
subject of the present research have emigrated since the 1990s. Their age, motivation for
migration, reasons for leaving and destinations are different, which has often significantly

defined the development and self-realization quality of these artists and the success of



their artistic careers — as expressed by the number of important international projects in

which they have patrticipated and by distinguished critics’ evaluations of their work.

At this stage of the research, we are analyzing the art of contemporary Georgian artists
living in Germany, Austria and Switzerland. We discuss their role in the terms of global
and local art contexts against the background of integration and self-identification
processes. Taking into the account the specifics of contemporary art, the issue of national
identity in the active process of globalization is topical — how the language, expression
methods, media and positions of artists are being formed in different countries. According
to this information we can make a general classification and identify European
contemporary art approaches (namely: German, Swiss, and Austrian) in the art of
Georgian émigré artists and at the same time, talk about cultural codes, which consciously
or covertly in different interpretations reveal themselves in the art of the artists under
discussion, who from their side play a definite role in the formation of the identity of

Georgian contemporary visual art in the 21st century.

In order to discuss contemporary Georgian artistic processes in the global context it is of
utmost importance to research the art of Georgian artists who have already been working
abroad for several years. Information about their work is quite limited and fragmentary.
We do not know how the worldwide artistic society evaluates them, or how the émigré
artists consider themselves, how they construct self-identification. We do not know what
role Georgia and the feeling of being an émigré play in the development of their art. Is
past experience the source of these artists’ inspiration, or is it not? Do the artists consider
themselves as the part of Georgian artistic space or not? We have to answer these and

many other questions.

In the first stage of the project, we focused on 32 artists, between the ages of 25 and 64,
residing in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. The majority of them left Georgia due to
the difficult, non-stable political situation during the 1990s and the following years. They
emigrated to unfamiliar, new social-cultural areas, seeking economic or personal-
professional stability or physical survival, and they started self-integration processes in
their new environments. Though the majority of the artists received their academic
education in Georgia and were already established artists at the time of emigration,
nonetheless their artistic styles changed drastically due to long-term experiments or to
new education and the influence of new environments. In some cases, their techniques

or art topics also changed. Some artists tried working in cinema or photography; thus,



over the time unique, individual artistic styles have developed, unconsciously repeated
from artwork to artwork. Yet, notwithstanding that many things change “something stays

the same, something which is detectable” (L.N).

It is difficult to say if this “something” is the direct expression of a national identity in their
art; however, the artists consider that there is an enormous trace of Georgia in their works.
Thus, it might not be directly expressed, but somehow symbolically their work always
“tends toward this direction”; subconsciously it is related to Georgia. Sometimes “this
trace” is clearly visible; sometimes it is hidden and can be only be detected contextually.
However, whether an artist admits it or doesn’t, “the way of formation of a person is such
a complex phenomenon, it's impossible not to have this imprint” (woman, 43 years old),
Frequently feelings or emotions from the homeland become the starting point, food for
thought, an inspiration. Emotionally it is connected with problematic issues and merges
with new feelings. It is worth mentioning that due to contemporary art being global in terms
of its content, form and specifics, suggesting in fact an unlimited self-cognition, it may
sound absurd and non-realistic to search for such "traces.” “Ethnic” in its literal meaning
does not in fact exist any longer; it is interconnected with a person’s individual “I”, and
mostly reveals itself secretly and unconsciously, except the cases when the artist
specifically intends to underline it. “For an artist it does not matter where you are.
Contemporary art is against this question” (woman, 46), at the same time “an artist is
Georgian, born in Georgia, has studied there, developed herself or himself there, so,
she/he is a Georgian artist — this cannot be denied” (man, 47). This kind of dual feeling
accompanies discussions about any topic. For instance, the majority of the artists
participating in the research had Georgian names, had been taught at Georgian artistic
institutions, and saw themselves as Georgian painters. Often their parents or friends or
teachers, from whom they have learned the practical basic skills, are still “present” in their
art. However, it is worth mentioning that when the émigré artists were asked about which
artists had influenced the topics, styles, and techniques of their art, the names of foreign
artists dominated and Georgian names were rarely pronounced. Logically, it becomes

controversial to ask: What does it mean to be a Georgian artist?

For some émigré artists it does not mean anything, and they consider themselves as
world artists, with all national borders deleted. According to them, art has nothing in
common with a national identity; the current location where they live and create is a

temporary reality, one which creates a better or worse environment for their art. At the



same time, for these artists to be a part of a society by birth does not automatically mean
holding the values of that society; however, it means that the artist knows this society well
and working on and re-thinking and reflecting on a conscious or unconscious separation
from the existing inherited cultural codes and interrelation with the globalized world
represent a clear message. The perception of oneself as belonging to any artistic area is
controversial. The majority of the émigré Georgian artists are not fully aware of the
present artists and happenings in the artistic world of Georgia. Though these artists have
the desire keep close contacts with Georgia and try to do so, with rare exceptions they
face difficulties. They do not (cannot) cooperate with Georgian galleries; they seldom
participate in exhibitions organized in Georgia (it is worth mentioning that a process to do
so has been recently activated. On their own initiative, several artists plan to organize
exhibitions, and some plan to return to Georgia to work there). However, those artists who
consider themselves to be world citizens and think that art cannot have a national identity
still -- with some minor differences — consider themselves as a part of the Georgian art

space, as a concrete part of a whole, and in a natural connection.

*k*

Mariam Shergelashvili

When discussing the phenomenon of modern Georgian visual art the role of Georgian
artists working in the West (Europe and the USA) is of the utmost importance, as
mentioned above. The art and the work of the artists discussed in the second part of the
essay serves to analyze the raised issues. Before studying any specific examples, we
should consider and expand contextually the characteristics of contemporary art itself,
characteristics which create challenges to the main subject of this research project — the

interaction of art’s global context and an artist’s national identity.

Postmodernism, which according to a widespread scientific viewpoint gained ground in
the 1970s, still encompasses controversial and “open benchmarks.” There is no single
theory thoroughly defining the essence of postmodernism; stepping into the phase of
postmodernism can be described as a desire to accept existing reality as it is and, at the
same time, blend with it and/or separate from it to the extent one wishes. A desire, a
personal opinion, does not govern general truth, but rather one’s own, personal truth. This

kind of understanding of the non-existence of objective truth was first revealed in



Nietzsche’s works, in which he absolutely denies the idea of objective truth. Thus, like
Nietzsche, postmodernism dismisses the idea of universal truth and, justifying it with the
necessity of interpretation, presents several truths in quantity, which can be felt and
interpreted subjectively. Interpretation is the phenomenon of key importance in
postmodernist thinking. The question of interpretation is revealed through different
methods. This complex net of depiction and reflection implies the rejection of common
narrative, the multiplicity of genres, quotation, and irony. All these features establish a
postmodern simulacrum. “Simulacrum”— is a sign, which negates both original and copy.

It is a construction, encompassing the vision of an observer.” (G. Deleuze)?.

Postmodernist authors can be categorized as such observers, offering us this new
simulative reality in the perspective of their vision. During the actual process of
“constructing” such a reality, each artist’s subjective-perceptional thinking model is being
revealed, bringing artistic ideas closer to different philosophical discourses. The
importance of a subject in a creative process, as of a freely thinking individual, was
historically determined by Kant. Discussing strong individualism and a subjective
perception, Kant named the importance of an artist’s role as a leading motive, as for an
art work it is discussed not as a separate mimetic truth, but as an irrational result of a

subjective, free expression.

Kant's perception of an artist’s role and individualism was considered critically in the
second half of the 20th century. There was even a passive subjectivism developed in the
postmodernism, the most radical example of which was the notion of an author’s death.
Postmodernism has killed the author, but now it starts to rehabilitate it with new initiatives.
Having controversial or parallel thesis and antithesis as a background, the achievement
of postmodernism — deconstruction — is still a determinative factor for perception of art.
As the micro-world models artistic systems and pluralist view points of perception were
established, not only the work of an artist but also the context in which this work is being
created became important. Liberalization of artistic perception, turning a distant spectator
into an interpreter, a co-author, completely deleted the possibility of existing exact criteria

for evaluating art. Art has become situation-based, in its own temporary, often

! Deleuze, Gilles. Difference and Repetition. Translated by Paul Patton. New York: Columbia
University Press. p. 69. 1968



“transparent superficiality,” it came closer to “the unbearable lightness of human being.”
It is worth noting that the contemporary artistic language on the one hand keeps the
above-mentioned postmodernist characteristics during globalization, technologization
and modern challenges, but on the other hand it creates even more layers of directions.
Georgian artists, being a part of this global space and working abroad as emigrants, still
discuss the idea of a national identity and an identity in general based on a subjective,

personal experience. This position can be felt and is reflected in their artworks.

Analyzing postmodernist thinking and the art of Georgian émigré artists, the art historian
Ketevan Shavgulidze develops the idea of double coding, and names the artists as
“‘double agents” (a term coined by Leslie Fiedler), having an open identity in common.
The notion of an open identity and the concept developed in the present essay is mportant
for our paper because it touches upon the topic of the newest perspective in
understanding an artist. Ketevan Shavgulidze offers a conclusion: “a stable identity
becomes fragmented, multilevel, contradictive and unlimited. It is discussed in close
connection with the “other,” with the “alien”; it could be a different culture, people or
values. Thus, there is the projection of another’s identity, which forms a new, open
identity.” Assimilation of the new in this multicultural world is an infinite and constant
process. Self-identification constantly orients change. No permanent identity exists.
[Identity] constantly transforms in connection with and in relation to surrounding cultural

systems. 2

We will try to ascertain what are those visual codes, those secret or conscious flows,
determining the self-existence of Georgian émigré artists, and what is their importance in
the local and international area by discussing certain artists. It is also worth mentioning
that postmodernist collapses in Georgian artistic reality began as early as the 1970s.
However, it was established as a movement rather later in the 90s and was connected
with the intuition and enthusiasm of a particular artist to percept the reality, the pulse of
modernisation and catch up with the world. All these were revealed in founding certain
groups, as well in individual artistic searching. Exactly this individual serching, grounded
by difficult political-social and instable situation in the country (which we discussed in the
first part of the paper), was followed by the emigration of artists. The art of Georgian

emigré artists shows interesting characteristic stages of formation during successive

2 Double Agents, Ketevan Shavgulidze, p.7. 2018



decades. It is also important from the artistic-ideological development point of view to look
at a chronological net from the 1990s to the 2000s, presenting an exact scale of the

outflows of artists.

The theoretical-analytical interpretation of contemporary art, based on the western artistic
experience, critical reflections, discourse thinking, experiments and subjective
observation are the main characteristics, without which a contemporary artistic
experience could not be created. The above-mentioned issues, as a sign-characteristic
system, became a subject of different solutions for Georgian émigré artists. At some level,
the international character and globalism of contemporary art creates for artists a joint,
general democratic universal space, where originality and realization are based on two
important postulates — to be rather, or it is possible to say, radically exceptional and, at
the same time, to be universally acceptable and understandable. In such circumstances
a contemporary artist, on the one hand, removes all geographic borders, and, on the other
hand, is nurtured by his/her own defined social, national, biological and sensual-empirical
circumstances. The majority of the artists interviewed within the frame of the project talk
about exoticization; the danger of being cocooned in their peripheral state, when Georgia
and the problems of post-Soviet space perceived in a local context might be falsified, and
become a subject of superficial perception. Consequently, if we explain it with the words
of Umberto Eco — an artist “wishes to question the established public connections,” and
this desire indicates non-normative actions, reflexive thinking of events, where publicly
established social roles, and ethical-political normative and identity problems are
perceived from another perspective. An artist becomes an observer, a creator and a
thinker, who impulsively pushes another person to doubt, to notice each detail drown in
the flow of everyday life. This process somehow resembles nomadology, which Gilles
Deleuze defines as the inversion of history — when one can move oneself, start from the
middle, enter/leave but not start and not finish. A constantly occurring inevitable event
and a subject of artistic thinking can become everything, a fragment of one’s own life,
one’s own existing, surrounding environment, totally abstract illusive thought, or over-

painful reality. We think that the iconographic photo of the 1990s is also the sign of the

* Umberto Eco, “The Infinity of Lists,“ Essay, Literature Magazine Arili
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history inversion — one of the most famous pieces of Koka Ramishvili’s art, “War from my
Window,” from where reality is fixed with a documentary exactness and at the same time
with a generalized poetic vision, where the view seen from the front perception line
represents the aura of destruction, of vanishing, pain and loss and indicates a war, “which
touches and does not touch you at the same time.” This “generalized space” fixed in the
artwork shows alienation and also a personal feeling from two perspectives. The photo
series is perceived much more drastically, as the title “my Window” promotes its
subjective emphasis. And this fact increases the feeling of empathy; the image acquires
additional coded meaning. Koka Ramishvili is among the artists who left Georgia during
the 1990s; however, he still maintains an active connection with his homeland. Ramishvili
currently lives and works in Switzerland. His visual experiments, emphasizing detail, a
strong obsession with the image, as a characteristic medium with the ability of conceptual
development. One of the most important work in Koka Ramishvili’s art is a 4-channel
video installation “Black Sea,” with which a Georgian pavilion was presented at the 53rd
Venice Biennale. The visualization of a very minimalistic action, an artistic start — touches
of pencil, intensified demonstration, intentional association of the pencil’s sound waves
with the sound of the sea — made a plural impression on the viewers. Taking esthetic-
conceptual principles of artistic realization into account, the artwork can be perceived as
an indication to the meaning of the author’s action. Also, we can visualize it as a metaphor
of Georgia’s situation, the cataclysmic political fluctuations in its recent history leave
traces like flopping waves of inflows and outflows of the sea and, at the same time,
deleting and dampening them with a stagnant silence in a flow of time. Thus, Koka
Ramishvili’s artistic individualism is being established by a metaphor: dual decisions from
subjective self-observation act to create an associative thinking model. This specific issue
was underlined in “Homeland” — the latest personal exhibition-project of the artist to be
organized in Georgia, where the notion “Homeland” represents something very intimate,

a personal space, a room/house, where all the artistic impulses are gathered.

This kind of personal understanding of the notion of a homeland responds to the open
identity notion mentioned in the beginning of our text, where factors of an alien
environment are layered and indicate invisible processes or provide clear messages
turned into artistic forms. The importance of details, a sensitive perception of daily life,
and a poetic-philosophical thinking of intuitive feelings, are characteristic of Nino

Sakandelidze, a Georgian visual artist living in Vienna. Nino Sakandelidze’s artworks turn



contemporary visual perception categories into a continued opposing prism, reflecting in
a mirror-like effect the artist's environmental reality: a pain, an irony, a game.
Sakandelidze tries to find updated contexts with the equal importance of esthetics and
anti-esthetics “here and now,” turning the present tense category into poetry. Daily
fragments, found objects, debris of the past are turned into modern visual-language layers

and gain new meanings.

It is not accidental that in Sakandelidze’s art the past is reflected from the position of the
present; a critical-poetic thinking is often related to the recent past of Georgia. “Ai Ia” was
the name of the artist’s first personal course work, where objects of the exhibition hall
were turned into image-icons and special installations, indicative of problem topics such
as religion, political situations, occupations. One of the objects from this exhibition, a
painted item for the wall, is a strong message about the Russian-Georgian conflict and
the topic of occupation. The composition, made on the framing principle, hints about the
role of mass media to the viewers, where the structure of Russian news programs reveals
a bloody hand, a footprint, which is a memory image for the artist from the Georgian-
Russian war. The image as a visual icon is confronted by a compilation method, exposing
the falsity connected to reporting and perception of this topic in Russian media. Also, it is
an open statement about the terrifying reality of occupation. The name of the exhibition is
also very important — “Ai la,” the initial code word — Ai la, as the alphabet of
comprehending the universe, indicating its symbolic-lyrical character accompanying
Sakandelidze’s art. “Ai Ia” is imprinted in a minimalist style on a white canvas, or reflected
in abstract-painted touches, indicates on the border between intuitive thinking and logical
understanding, where the analytical view of the artist is a strong social statement, as well
as a coded message. Sakandelidze, with her dual art, using modern marks characteristic
for contemporary art, discussed the recent and historic past of Georgia. This might be
reflected in installation objects (for instance the artwork “Samaia,” where Georgian ritual
dance inspiration is turned into a 3D object).

The study of Nino Sakandelidze’s artwork necessarily focuses on an understanding of the
Soviet heritage, when the sculptural fragments of this period make an analytical politic-
esthetic transformation. In the installations in the exhibition project, “Plural ephemera —
remember you not,” “Ear of Lenin” and “Lip of Lenin,” one can see a deconstruction,

fragmentation, the irony of a person, a breaking ideology and a reconstruction of new



visual categories. By operating on the materials, the possibility of a conceptual analysis

of the artwork is created.

Talking about visual codes and contexts in the art of Georgian émigré artists, one more
artist — Keti Kapanadze (living and working in Germany) — should be mentioned. Keti is
an important woman artist, in fact one of the first women artists of the Georgian art scene
of the 1990s who started working on conceptual photography. Currently Keti Kpanadze’s
works consist of installations, action art, photos, videos and painted objects. Her art, as
well as the works of above-discussed artists, vibrated symptomatically in different media,
using constant searching and experimental approaches for generalizing a context, where
the limit between social, identical, political, psychological or philosophic contexts is
deleted or flows from one into another. Kepi Kapanadze’s newest series and works from
thel990s are connected to actuality, with general questions and no single history or
event, and also the artist’s observations on these questions. As Keti Kapanadze notes, it
is food for thought, and it is inspirational to question — “Who are we? Where do we come
from?” These questions, as the existential notion of a person, serve as a leitmotiv for
Keti's works. The studying and observing phase of a person is related to the
deconstructive perceptional model of the universe, where human feelings “should be first
translated into symbols, symbols into signs, signs into notions and the notions back to the
feelings.” This extract from the artist’'s exhibition concept — “8 Minutes,” interestingly
summarizes the artist’s outlook, where word-objects represent themselves as the coded
phenomena of meanings during the search for forms. Keti Kapanadze’s series — “As Lenin
Said,” consists of artworks from the period 2016-17. The quotes in the series of the works

“I”

are the artist's perceptional paradigmatic installations. The subjective is being
constructed in the word-creation process. The word as a pictogram indicates in its own
structure and form, and the idea as well. So, one authoritative idea disperses into the
absurd theorems, flaming words, as constantly transforming or rather transient materials.
The traces remain, as the new symbols.... As the beginning of new feelings and thoughts

. some kind of cyclic transformations in Keti Kapanadze’s art unifies the objects
constructed with geometrical forms. The objects created by daily usage material objects
represent themselves as visual systems, where conscious flow shares absurdity or
becomes radically symbolized. Thus the internal world of Keti Kapanadze vibrates on the
contemporary complex reality, where the space between expressible and inexpressible

shows the trajectory of freedom, personal searching, the origin of thought.



As a conclusion it can be noted in discussing the above-mentioned examples that only a
small attempt of essential study of the research topic was made, as there are many other
interesting and important artists, who were not included in this study. Despite this it was
possible to show the main environmental factors, the social motives, as well as artistic
characteristics echoing the global context and the national identity ideas in the art of
émigré Georgian artists. Diversity, which creates the intellective field of the émigré artists
and generalizes the artist as a thinking and creative individual, who weaves own feelings
in the artistic practices and at the same time leaves a space for the “other,” for the
possibility to perceive and think differently. The rational-structural quote of Wittgenstein —
“The limits of my language are the limits of my world,” summarizes the distinctiveness of
an artist, the importance of her/his language expressiveness, the interrelations of
subjectivism and postmodernism, where national identity aspects intersect with the

universal context in invisible or open layers.



