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Ekaterine Bablidze

Maia lzoria
A. Kutateladze Thilisi State Academy of Arts

Ekaterine Bablidze (1916-1991)

Ekaterine (Kato) Bablidze belongs to the generation of artists who stood at the forefront of the famous
school of Georgian modern ceramics of the 1960s and reflected like a mirror the epochal demands of this
field and the artistic searches aimed at continuing the cultural heritage and tradition of our country. The
scale of the tasks set and solved during these times determines the lively interest in Georgian ceramics of
the 1960s that exists to this day, which is shown not only by specialists and theorists, but also by the public.
However, over time, the names of those venerable artists whose extensive and multi-directional research
laid the foundation for the universally recognized school of Georgian ceramics and determined its future
achievements are forgotten. We only recall their contributions when reviewing previous publications and
periodicals dedicated to this field.

Ekaterine (Kato) Bablidze was one of the first to master professional ceramics within the walls of the Thilisi
Academy of Arts (1936-1942) under the guidance of Zakaria Maisuradze, Boris Shebuev and Davit
Tsitsishvili and with all her being, tirelessly served the revival of this field. Ceramics was her only field of
activity, to which she showed boundless devotion throughout her life. The artist's life seemed to be tied to
the pulse of the Academy of Arts. After completing her studies, she was first a laboratory assistant at the
Department of Ceramics (1945-1959), and then, almost until the last minute, a painter at the experimental
workshop-laboratory located at the same department. Every day she began in the small, cozy room of this
workshop with clay and a brush in her hands and ended only at dusk. That is why, at that time, Ekaterine
Bablidze was perceived as the most colorful figure of the Academy of Arts, who charmed those around her
with her open-hearted, benevolent attitude and romantic nature. However, this lyrical calm was always
accompanied by a strong, internally conscious emotion, without which none of her works were created.
The letters and personal notes preserved in the artist’s archive ! once again share with us the creative
atmosphere of the Faculty of Ceramics, saturated with searches and experiments, the spirit of which was
Zakro Maisuradze until the beginning of the 1950s, when he worked at the Academy of Arts. Despite the
fact that Ekaterine Bablidze completed her diploma work under the guidance of D. Tsitsishvili, in her notes
she admits with her usual sincerity that it was precisely under the direct influence of Z. Maisuradze that she
became interested in the national traditions of applied arts, especially folk art. That is why the ceramist’s
goal is to study the peculiarities of old Georgian utilitarian forms and decoration methods performed in
various materials, and the phenomenon of ornamental motifs or image types, in which she pays special
attention to architectural decor. Only then does she apply their types, transformed and expressed in a
modern language based on her own artistic vision and handwriting, to her own creations. Therefore, the
artist’s interests also include traditional ceramic technologies. Ekaterine Bablidze’s personal archive shows
that, together with other employees of the experimental laboratory of the Faculty of Ceramics of the
Academy of Arts, she participated in the multifaceted experiments that were conducted to restore old
ceramic technologies from the 1940s onwards. Based on all this, the artist acquired in-depth experience in
professionally mastering ceramic materials from the very beginning. Thus, Ekaterine Bablidze’s creative
biography almost meticulously reflects the guiding ideas of the Faculty of Ceramics of the Academy of Arts
and, in general, the artistic life of this field in the 1940s-1950s, and the important events related to it.
Although the ceramist approaches creative problems rationally, he is still not an analyst, but an artist who
is "entrusted" with emotions. In the general trends popular at that time in the field of ceramics, the artist
searches for options that match his own spiritual impulses and expressive forms for their full expression,
which ultimately results in the formation of a very peculiar, characteristic only for him handwriting.
Unfortunately, after the death of Ekaterine Bablidze (1991), a large part of her works disappeared without
a trace in the ill-fated 1990s for our country. Only a certain number of them could be found in the funds of
the National Museum's Picture Gallery and the Art Museum. A few works survived in the Museum of the
Academy of Arts and private collections. Currently, we do not have access to the exhibits kept in the
collections of the Moscow Art Fund, the Museum of Oriental Art and Soviet Applied Arts, or the Kuskov
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Ceramic Museum, the existence of which is indicated by a rather long list preserved in the artist’s personal
archive. Therefore, in order to more fully present the work of Ekaterine Bablidze, we also turned to
publications dedicated to ceramics, catalogs, and photographs preserved in the personal archive. However,
we were unable to obtain visual material about the almost completely scattered works of the early period,
the 1940s-1950s, the | group, and the recent period, the Il group, of the 1980s.

Until the first half of the 1930s and 1940s, the sphere of activity of all ceramists, including Kato Bablidze,
was mainly limited to painting porcelain-kashanuri forms. Unlike the decorative works of other authors of
this period, Ekaterine Bablidze's nakhalavi (tea service) is distinguished by the moderately applied painting
in harmony with the form, the delicate, airy properties of the porcelain material enhanced by the light
arrangement of colorful elements of delicately applied thin, flexible drawing and restrained vowels. In these
works, the artist's special attitude towards the theme of plant motifs and fairy-tale birds inspired by medieval
Georgian glazed ceramics or embroidery is evident. Perhaps the decor built with fine motifs and the intimate
nature of this process made the artist, who loved a cozy environment and was passionate about graphics,
reconsider changing his faculty. Especially since famous representatives of fine arts (S. Kakabadze, G.
Sesiashvili, N. Tsereteli, Sh. Mikatadze, Ir. Okropiridze, N. Aleksidze, D. Gabashvili, V. Grigolia, L.
Gudiashvili and others) also devoted sufficient time to porcelain painting in those days. 2 Academic still lifes
done in watercolor preserved in the artist's personal archive clearly convince us of Kato Bablidze's abilities
in the field of graphics. These samples, which are probably course data, clearly demonstrate the ability to
create a solid, balanced composition, a clear sense of plastic form or color, and the ability to convey images
with a strong, laconic drawing.

Among Ekaterine Bablidze's early works, we have a diploma photo of a decorative fireplace covered with
Kashanuri tiles (designed by D. Tsitsishvili, 1942) (ill. 1), which is a kind of echo of the monumental searches
related to the artistic decoration of buildings that have been developing in Georgian ceramics since the
1940s. In accordance with the traditions of medieval architectural plastic, the moderately decorated small
architectural form also bears the imprint of Ekaterine Bablidze's handwriting with its laconic artistic solution.
The author gives it the character of a wall covered with stone tiles, the tectonic nature of which is enhanced
by the architectural decor placed on structurally important elements. On the wall facades between the base
and crowning cornices, emphasized by relief plant carvings, conditionally decorated stylized paired birds,
drawn in bas-relief in the upper area, are clearly readable. Their strong decorative expressiveness is also
emphasized by the thinness of the vine branch bound in a wide oval circle in the lower area and the leaf
elements hanging in the center. The conditional, clearly symmetrical solution of the composition and the
graphic nature of the sharpness of the images are the features of Ekaterine Bablidze's art, which she
maintains to the end. The artist also addresses the themes of plant ornament and bird motifs used in her
diploma work throughout her entire career: however, the diploma remains the only example created by
Ekaterine Bablidze in the field of monumental ceramics, as the artist, who was later inclined towards cozy,
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intimate activities, leans towards utilitarian forms that are incomparable in their mobility.

Although the works made before the first half of the 1940s-1950s have not been found, the artist's personal
notes give us a certain idea of the aspirations of this period. First of all, she has fully formed her creative
concept, according to which the future of Georgian ceramics is represented by national folk forms made
with modern technical methods and combined with everyday function, and uses almost completely
perfected samples of old pottery. It seems that in modern technical methods Ekaterine Bablidze meant the
expressive side of the product, its strengthening, which must have determined the searches aimed at
creating her own palette. In this way, the artist, to some extent, echoes the technological, very relevant
research of clay materials and ceramic paints in the 1940s-1950s. In the laboratory-workshop of the Faculty
of Ceramics of the Academy of Arts, intensive experiments are also being conducted to introduce the
techniques of painting with sintering (angoa), colored and restorative glazes, and underglaze paints into
practice. 3 In order to obtain the desired colorful effects, Ekaterine Bablidze mainly develops a mixed
technique of sintering, transparent and restorative glazes and creates a rather rich polychrome range in her
creative path. However, along with her pictorial searches, the artist’s passion for graphic art does not “slow
down”. If the product is not decorated with a scratch or relief drawing applied using the incised-incised or
sgraffito technique, the graphic character is acquired by the brushstroke used during painting. (lll. 2)

Since the mid-1950s, Ekaterine Bablidze, along with other artists, has been interested in archaeological
material. In a letter preserved in her personal archive, she wants to delve into the origins of the peculiarities
of the ceramics of this school, based on @ generalization of the history of Mtskheta ceramics. As she herself
notes, in her own works she also uses mainly the artistic and technological traditions of Mtskheta ceramics.
Ekaterine Bablidze's active cooperation with the Mtskheta Ceramic Factory is known, for which she has
been preparing standard samples of decorative pottery and souvenir zoomorphic plastic for many years.
Since the late 1950s, the smoking technique has occupied a special place in the art of all ceramists,
including Ekaterine Bablidze. The artist gives this assessment in his notes: “The technique of firing is the
foremost among the diverse foundations on which the national face of modern artistic ceramics is
based.” 5 In the ceramist’s work, the plastic searches revealed in his diploma thesis, the black shiny clay
surface obtained by the firing technique adds sculpturality to the plastic form. This technique adds simplicity,
density and a distinctly graphic silhouette to the rationally constructed, generalized volumes of the works.
In the wake of the strengthening of the sculpturality of the forms, stylized motifs of the decor are also often
applied in low relief or with a plastically raised drawing along with engraving. These qualities are carried by
both utilitarian products created on the basis of folk art, as well as zoomorphic small plastic samples (ill. 3,
4). Nevertheless, E. Bablidze's nakhalavi, with their direct speech, still do not cause the feeling of severity
that generally characterizes black-glossy clay samples. Moreover, when conveying faces typical of the
world of folklore, as a result of introducing colorful effects, they achieve a surprisingly lively, cheerful
expressiveness. The works of this series, mainly made in the mid-1960s, are mostly large-sized exhibition
spatial forms that preserve the structure and elegance of old everyday samples formed over the centuries
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and achieve modern speech through decorative improvisations of handles (ill. 5). The artist always
emphasizes the rational nature of the structure of the works by arranging the decorative elements in a
compositional manner. She skillfully uses the black surface of the works to emphasize the ornamental
motifs drawn using the etching method and colored spots, and the conventional images of the fairy-tale bird
depicted in an iconic manner (ill. 6). Their very simplified, somewhat infantile stylization largely determines
the national tone of Ekaterine Bablidze's works.

T

Thematically and typologically, the same group unites wall hanging plates of various sizes, in the
composition of which folk motifs are more abundantly represented. (lll. 7) In this case, Ekaterine Bablidze
also takes decorative elements from the fields of applied and fine arts and, with the artistic and technical
capabilities of ceramic materials (tsernagi, agmd. glass, salt) (sgraffito, engraving, sculpting, painting),
achieves a strong expressiveness and diversity of textured-colorful and graphic effects. (lll. 8, 9). This is
why these samples evoke distant associations with Georgian rugs, embroidery, color engraving and modern
painting. The classical order and order of the composition of the plates is also not uniform: the images
organically blend into the form - sometimes depicted on surface areas divided into frames, sometimes
placed between friezes covered like a carpet, and sometimes arranged symmetrically to each other (ill. 10,
11).
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In the 1970s, Ekaterine Bablidze shifted all her attention to the expressive side of the work and created
works in various ceramic materials, as if in one breath. According to the artist, she created them “with one
soul.” The black-gloss and red-glazed ceramic samples of this period are large-scale exhibition spatial
forms, which are connected by the rendering of the decor faces arranged as friezes in a recessed or relief
pattern, combined with warm-toned color combinations, and a cheerful speech full of dynamics. Based on
the different sounds of the black surface of the clay and terracotta, the artist achieves these effects in
different ways. In the black-gloss ceramic samples, he enhances the contrasts with the clay skull of intense
colors combined with a warm range of light on the glossy surface of the glaze (ill. 12), as a result of which
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the sacred elements of the folk ornament and the figures “coming out' from the fairy-tale world themselves
radiate amazing warmth. The search for the unification of color produces delicately nuanced pictorial effects
and echoes the clay skull of brownish-gray tones achieved with the semi-smoked technique, under the
influence of which the silhouette contours acquire soft transitions. In the red-brown samples, the same
search is resolved with decorative elements applied with a lightly engraved drawing, or almost sculpturally
drawn and covered with a glaze of pastel colors. In this type of work, the extreme conventionality of the
images and the airiness of the pattern or color give the openwork characteristic of embroidery to the
embroidery, enriched by the artist's romantic mood. (lll. 13, 14)

it ‘%{{:U‘[Mgg
At this stage, Ekaterine Bablidze possesses ceramic materials almost at the level of a technologist, but
even in her mature years, she implements the tasks set only on the basis of long experiments. This is
evidenced by the technological process of painting a chamotte disk, which she has preserved in the
ceramist's archive, written down in points. On the surface of the product intended for interior decoration,
artistic effects found by synthesizing pictorial-graphic techniques appear with new force, which, this time,
are aimed at emphasizing and intensifying the monumental properties of the chamotte material. (lll. 15)
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The system of technological or technical methods developed by Ekaterine Bablidze from the late 1970s to
the early 1980s is determined by decorative tasks. Through improvisation and new interpretation of
repeatedly solved artistic problems, the ceramist's creations become even more expressive, tectonic and
spatial in their structure. Despite the emphasis on decorative explorations, the dynamics of the freely
arranged surface, close to the crackle technique of black-glossy clay samples, and the rhythm of the figures
emerging from the borders of the decorative belt combined with it, still remain simple, laconic in nature. In
contrast to the flatness characteristic of decorative trends, the artist purposefully enhances the plasticity of
the forms of the product and the images applied to it (ill. 16), which leads to a complete rejection of graphic-
pictorial techniques in the samples molded with red clay and a tendency towards artistic effects achieved
by contrasting relief details and a smooth background. (lll. 17, 18) The development of the ceramicist's
creative searches in this direction can also be attributed to his fascination with medal art, which was very
popular among artists of almost all fields in the 1980s. € It is known that during this period he was inspired
to work on a series of medals of "Georgian architectural monuments” and did not leave without participating
in exhibitions dedicated to this genre of small plastic art.
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In the future, we hope that the works of Ekaterine Bablidze from the crowning stage of her work, the 1980s,
will soon appear and will allow us to fully follow the evolution of her very unique artistic style, saturated with
searches.

In conclusion, we will say one more thing about the ceramist: Ekaterine Bablidze, a participant in numerous
international, all-Union and republican exhibitions, who was already an Honored Artist of the Republic in
the 1950s, was always distinguished by her pure talent, professionalism and excessive emotionality. Until
the last moment of her life, she remained humble, modest and passionate about ceramics. That is why we
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considered it a noble task to bring Ekaterine Bablidze's art out of the "shadows". Especially on the
anniversary of Zakaria Maisuradze, because in his personal archive, the ceramist mentions him with the
greatest gratitude among his teachers.
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