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Modern Georgian sculpture - Nikoloz Kandelaki's monumental ART - on the
occasion of his 130th anniversary

Maia lzoria
Apollon Kutateladze Thilisi
State Academy of Arts

The founder of the Georgian modern monumental school of sculpture, Honored and People's Artist of Georgia, one of
the most colorful figures of his time and a prominent representative of fine arts - Nikoloz Kandelaki, would have

turned 130 on October 17, 2019. (I11. 1).

He stood at the head of the Tbilisi Academy of Arts, at that time called the Georgian Academy of Arts, among the first
professors, through whose efforts the higher art school began to function in reality. Therefore, Nikoloz Kandelaki was
not only an outstanding creator who left a deep mark on the development of modern Georgian sculpture, but also a

great professional, whose pedagogical work raised and formed many generations of famous Georgian sculptors (Il 2, 3).
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On this anniversary, we will touch not only on the work of Nikoloz Kandelaki, but also on the important life episodes
that decided the fate of Nikoloz Kandelaki's formation as a sculptor and determined his sculptural style, distinguished
by its life-giving power. Moreover, the archival material at our disposal, which was collected by the sculptor's
daughter, painter Neli Kandelaki, allows us to talk about this.
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First of all, it should be said that Nikoloz Kandelaki was a great master of portraiture and figure (ill. 4). He had a kind of
sixth sense, which, as it were, dictated the true nature of the sculptor's plastic form, the invisible internal structure of
this form - a source of energy, brought to monumentality in external masses and powerfully expressed in each work.
Merab Berdzenishvili, who repeatedly witnessed Nikoloz Kandelaki's creative process, wrote: (ill. 5) “When he started
working, his red face would glow like fire, you could see how calm settled in this man of turbulent temperament when
his fingers touched the clay. You could see how warmth, strength, life entered the cold and wet clay, how the soft mass
was transformed into a dense plastic form of clay.

You saw the invisible mystery that the Creator made clear and visible.” ! This so-called sixth sense of the sculptor was
always accompanied by an intellectual beginning, which reached the viewer with the sublime individualism of nature
and a romantic psychological spectrum. These general features characterize not only portrait busts, but all figures of
Nikoloz Kandelaki without exception.
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It is enough to look at the gallery of portraits of famous people (ill. 6-7) and figures (ill. 8) created by him to be even
more convinced of the above. Among them are sculptures that were still recognized as masterpieces at that time, which
the conjuncture considered the highest expression of Soviet culture and unceremoniously changed their names. (ill. 9)
This is how Nikoloz Kandelaki's Colchis - the Imereti miner - becomes a symbol of a working person, an icon that
radiates amazing energy with its physical and emotional structure, achieving an organic wholeness of composition and
plastic forms. The proclamation of such an artistically perfect statue as the pinnacle of Soviet art destroyed the
stereotype of thinking, according to which a statue was evaluated according to its classically conveyed correct
proportions, precise anatomical structure, meticulously depicted facial features, and professional characterization. The
sculptor truly conveys the model's tense internal structure and character dynamics with extraordinary intensity
through compositional techniques such as representing the figure with the head and neck, an oblique gaze, and
energetically sculpting facial features. (Ill. 10) In terms of physical expression, sense of inner dignity, and romanticism,
it is comparable to the bust of Akaki Khorava. However, the difference between them is also noticeable. A. Khorava's
outwardly active, passionate temperament and expressive pose, the strong contraption of the figure and the bare
shoulders like an antique hero were aimed at highlighting the theatrical nature of the model. N. Kandelaki used such a
compositional scheme earlier, in the 1930s, (ill. 11) when performing a portrait of Lado Gudiashvili, and here too he
achieves an impressive effect of expressiveness.
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(111. 12, 13) The ability to penetrate the human world so deeply must have been a trace of the knowledge that Nikolay
Kandelak acquired at the V. Bekhterev Psychoneurological Institute in St. Petersburg. At that time, world-famous
scientists were invited to give lectures there, and it seems that their teachings were absorbed by the 18-year-old young
man, who was interested in natural science. In the future, when Nikolay Kandelak became a teacher at the Academy of
Arts, he also instilled in his students the knowledge of nature, an interest in studying it from all sides, first “sculpting” a
psychological portrait of nature in his own imagination and only then creating its visual image. (Ill. 14, 15, 16) The
sketch figures conceived as monumental sculptures by N. Kandelak are also completed using a similar cognitive
method. The extraordinarily highly artistically rendered plasticity of their powerful, dense bodies, saturated with the
internal energy, is natural and effortless. Surprisingly, the founder of the Georgian modern monumental school of
sculpture himself has on his fingers the number of sculptures that were set in synthesis with architecture or in open
space, and that was mainly realized after his death with the great efforts of his students. Among the works of this series
executed by N. Kandelaki during his lifetime, it is worth noting the relief frieze on the theme of industrialization and
agriculture, which decorates the staircase cell of the vestibule of the meeting hall of the former Transcaucasian People's
Commissariat, currently located on Chitadze Street, designed by architect N. Severov in the 1920s. The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Georgia is a constructivist building. His artistic solution, like the painting of the session hall by E.
Lanseret and K. Zdanevich, was assessed by the conjuncture of that period as excessively modernized. A significant part
of the sculptor's works remained on the easel in the expectation that someday the time would come when they too
would see the open space embodied in the material, as the author had conceived.
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Nikoloz Kandelaki seemed to resemble his creations (ill. 17). Contemporaries compared him to a majestic, muscular,
energetic sculptor of a goliathic build, with golden hair falling over his shoulders, and a roaring lion. Because of such a
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unique appearance, he was often painted and sculpted. Not infrequently, he became the subject of friendly caricatures.
Once, N. Kandelaki was also filmed in the film “Giorgi Saakadze”, in which he was entrusted with a very characteristic
role of the German ambassador. His students also wrote poems for him. They recalled that along with his eloquence,
Nikoloz Kandelaki was distinguished by his directness. He never hesitated to say what he believed and what he
considered to be the truth. It was especially heated when the dispute concerned the statue. He believed that “emotion”
was governed by “rationality.” Observation, interaction with the object, the search for its character, the appropriate
sculpting style, which he achieved only by manipulating his fingers, were, in the sculptor’s opinion, the main
conditions for conveying the essence of a specific model, its nature, with a sharp artistic expression. Irakli Abashidze
believed that because of this, Nikoloz Kandelaki’s strong hand and fingers had acquired a flat shape similar to a pair of
scissors. 2



https://www.georgianart.ge/index.php/2010-12-03-16-25-41/237--art-130-.html#footnotes_237
https://www-georgianart-ge.translate.goog/images/stories/2019/04 maia izoria/17.jpg?_x_tr_sl=ka&_x_tr_tl=nl&_x_tr_hl=nl&_x_tr_pto=sc

Nikoloz Kandelaki's nature initially seemed to have determined a different path, a different biography, but it ended in
his youth. He went from the quiet family of a priest on his father's side to the turbulent environment of the Kutaisi
Classical Gymnasium, into an extraordinary environment: David Kaakabadze and Akaki Shanidze remained his friends
until the end of the gymnasium. Then, thanks to his straightforwardness, he was expelled from there and ended up in
St. Petersburg, at the Institute of Psychoneurology. There, on the advice and under the guidance of David Kakabadze,
he began to attend the Dmitriev-Kavkazsky Studio. However, he was also expelled from the institute for his activity in
the student protest movement. So, he had to leave St. Petersburg and began his years of wandering, serving in the Red
Cross, living for a short time in Trabzon and Rize, Akhaltsikhe and Gagra, getting married and, finally, settling in
Thbilisi on Mtskheta Street, where his studio had once been located. It was in Tbilisi that Nikoloz Kandelaki first
presented his wax portrait of a man at the exhibition of Georgian artists. 3 From here begins his path to becoming a
sculptor. By the unanimous decision of Georgian artists, he was sent to the St. Petersburg Academy on a scholarship
and enrolled in the class of the famous Russian sculptor A. Matveev, whose creative principles Nikoloz Kandelaki
shared to the end. Despite such success, a family tragedy overshadowed everything. First, the younger brother, who
participated in the 1924 uprising, was executed - and later, in 1937, in connection with the notorious “Doctors’ Case,”
the second brother was also sentenced to death. Nikoloz Kandelaki’s silent protest was his refusal to join the
Communist Party. However, he continued to work actively, founded a monumental sculpture workshop at the
Academy of Arts and headed the sculpture department for a long time. Moreover, when the issue of the existence or
non-existence of the Academy of Arts became acute, he traveled to Moscow with the rector, Apollon Kutateladze, and
fought with his usual principledness to save the institution. He had expressed his loyalty to the Academy even earlier,
when, upon returning from St. Petersburg, he refused to go abroad to study, citing the lack of teachers at the sculpture
faculty.

This aspect of Nikoloz Kandelaki's work deserves special mention. It seems that his talent for teaching came from his
family. His father was a priest and a teacher at a parish school, and was a member of a literacy society -5He himself was
equally devoted to this field as to his creativity. Therefore, his workshop was also called the workshop of apprentices.
For years, he had been training some promising student, the archival materials collected not only by relatives and
friends, but also by his famous students - Merab Berdzenishvili, Zura Tsereteli, Elguja Amashukeli, Gogi Ochiauri,
Boris Tsibadze, Gibson Khundadze, Juna Mikatadze, Levan Tsutsukiridze, as well as letters from others are filled with
gratitude. And how sad it is that a monograph about Nikoloz Kandelaki has not yet been published and he cannot
celebrate his 130th anniversary with a monograph. The late Mr. Mito Tumanishvili also noted this.

We conclude this anniversary article with an excerpt from Gogi Ochiauri's memoirs: "Mr. Niko's sculpture turned out
to be a solid foundation for all subsequent Georgian sculpture. At the academy, he taught monumental sculpture and,
fortunately, not the techniques of such a genre, but the principles, which is why his students are so different from each
other today.

Gifted with an incomparable talent for monumental vision, while sculpting, he was accompanied by the censor
necessary for plastic art - high culture. That is why his sculpture is free from any dangerous provincial vice. His high-
value sculpture, devoid of affectation, is difficult to comprehend for an untrained viewer. He left us a worthy art of
sculpture. Posterity is obliged to pay worthy tribute to the great sculptor” ¢
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