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Maka Vasadze (Georgia)

ISSUE OF CONTINUOUS DISPUTE: THEATRE —
SPECTATOR - CRITICISM

I am a “theatrologist” by profession (I do not like this term. I
suppose it comes from Russia during Soviet period). “Theatrologist”,
“musicologist”, “literatureologist™... etc. What does it mean! A person
who does not create anything (I mean work of art), but is
knowledgeable. There are terms — theatre, music, art (and other fields)
historian, theorist, critic. In short, I gave up being a so-called “active”
critic when I was young. Though when I was a student and later on
like all youngsters I was a maximalist and did not disdain this activity.

I know people working in this field personally. Once I wrote a
review about a theatre director I was acquainted with and criticized
his play. Shortly afterwards I met him in the street. He did not answer
my greeting. At that time I decided to refuse being an “active critic”. |
preferred to keep good relationships with the friends and acquaintances
working in this field and to write a review only if I liked the play. I
behave myself this way until today with rare exceptions and write
critical essays only when I am not able to “hide my indignation”.

What can provoke such feelings? Unrestricted ignorance in one of
these three components — “Bermuda Triangle”, “Theatre — Spectator —
Criticism”. It makes no difference which one it is. Maybe more if it
concerns to theatre, reasoning from my profession.

For instance: In 2008 Rustaveli Theatre carried out great Georgian
director Robert Sturua’s anniversary week (he became 70 yeas old).
The press was invited before the beginning of the celebration. I placed
myself in rear rows and asked the photographer of a newspaper
“Culture” to take photos of press conference. I was not going to ask
questions. But... I was so astonished at the so-called “questions” of
young journalists (of press and television) that I could not even resist
to make “a short historical excursus” of Mr. Robert Sturua’s creative
work.

The questions were not referred to the anniversary week, but... (I
rather will not continue)... The correct and purposeful questions were
asked only by foreign accredited critics.
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Discussion of the main theme of the professional critics symposium
— Theatre—Spectator—Criticism — continues for centuries (one may find
such researches in the fields of religion, philosophy, philology,
literature... other fields of culture). The active works were conducted
in XIX century and beginning of XX century, when theatre and plays
were already managed by directors... Nowadays theatre is inconceivable
without this phenomenon. A director in the theatre is equal to a
conductor of an orchestra. A director became a leader, creator,
conceptualist...

Georgian professional theatrical direction, i. e. directorial theatre
as well as European is more than one century old. Directorial theatre
(in general) was funded in 80° of 19" century — Kean, Craig, Apia,
Antoine, Arto, Brahm, Reinhardt, Stanislavski, Meyerhold, Brecht etc.
The list is very long. Georgia, a country of a small territory but of a
great culture, only during XX century presented to the world three
professional directors — Kote Marjanishvili, Sandro Akhmeteli and
Robert Sturua. They created there own “theatrical handwriting”, i.e.
“theatrical language”. I suppose it is not a small quantity. At the same
time Georgian professional theatrical criticism takes its shape.

This novelty strengthened necessity and interest towards the
“triangle” research. Researches, disputes, discussions are essential and
useful for development of any component of the triangle separately
and that is more important for its study and development as a whole.

While considering the problem it should be mentioned that one of
the issues of dispute between critics, theorists, historians, etc. is
interrelation of spectators and the theatre. What kind of relation should
this be? Here we distinguish two main concepts — spectator should
forget that he is in the theatre (based on Aristotle’s “Poetics”, its
development). The spectator should always feel that he is in the theatre
(Brecht’s concept of epic theatre and its development). “This dispute
is characteristic not for a theatre nature, but for subjective orientation
of theatre workers (generally)”.!

“The spectator should at the same time forget and remember
that he is in the theatre™?

And theatre criticism should rather support and not confuse him
in this issue.
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Until we consider the issue — how criticism helps theatre to analyze-
popularize a play, theatre helps criticism to correctly analyze and
collaborate, criticism helps spectators to conceive a play so as the “triad
connection” not to be destroyed, “the live theatre”, “triangle” to remain
alive and sense of “emotional triumph” not to vanish — I shall recollect
two incidents. The first happened in 20" of XX century; the second is
from the latest history of Georgian theatre.

First example: extract from the article “Theatre absurdity’

[...] “Epigonism. Dilettantish. Sitting between two chairs. All
Marjanishili plays are

eclectic sawdust
thus:
theatrical blackmail”
(style is preserved)

This is what they wrote in 1924 about Kote Marjanishvili, Georgian
and not only Georgian theatre reformer (remember Marjanishvili’s
activities in Russia and in particular his role in creating “Independent
theatre” together with A. Tairov). It is to be noticed that the other
founders of this magazine: Beno Gordeziani, Nikoloz Chachava, Irakli
Gamrekeli, Pavlo Nozadze, Simon Chikovani, Nikoloz Shengelaia*
etc. were his friends and associates.

First example: it is obvious that sometimes criticism is unjust
towards theatre or director’s concept. There are cases when criticism
becomes destructive for some theatre or director. Frequently theatre
criticism plays a “fatal role” in destroying existing culture of specific
theatre — dialogue between stage and audience .

Second example: extract from interview held in November 2006
between Robert Sturua and myself (brief version). After a play is done
and audience have seen it, it does not interest me so much... It will
live, if I put it on the stage correctly, in other words if it is clear for
audience. People of different intellect and class sit in stalls. The director
should think of all of them so that his conception is clear and acceptable
for everyone. Everyone should understand what you wish to say. some
will be just delighted with the show, some will comprehend your work
more deeply and will enjoy details, etc.*
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Here we can clearly see attitude of theatre or director towards
audience and in particular criticism. Robert Sturua distinctly realizes
that “Theatre, in contrast to other fields of art, is the most alive art. If
it does not reflect the Present, it is lifeless. Even if you chose to put on
the stage the best play and as a director consider that the performance
is successful, if audience do not like it and the play do not attract
audience, it means that the play misses something. And it is directors
fault. You should always take into account spectators’ demand, since
theatre and audience do not exist independently, they are united, they
live conjointly, breath simultaneously. The play lives in the concrete
moment, when it is performed on the stage and watched by audience” >

Iuri Lotman* remarks that one of the main and hard-hitting
achievements of culture is dialogue between theatre and audience;
Losing this achievement would be destructive for theatrical culture.
Here our ideas coincide.

Professional criticism should be supporting factor in preserving
dialogue between theatre and audience. Thus criticism should not be
biased, subjective. It should at least maintain objectivity. Otherwise it
will turn into so-called “black PR”. (This is particularly concerns critics
working for newspapers). We also should mention that a critic has to
go to the theatre in a benevolent mood. He should forget his personal
relationships and any gossips, watch concrete play of a concrete theatre
and assess a play or simply give information to readers.

One side of the triangle is audience which is like every society is a
very variegated phenomenon. While make up repertoire or putting on
the stage any play a theatre should try to take into account this
phenomenon. At the same time it should be directed towards improving-
developing taste of audience (society).

The theatre and criticism should always remember, accept that
audience do not represent so-called “broad masses”. Influence on
“broad masses” is much more easier, it is a result of “manipulation”
with different means. Audience is part of the society in which “theatre”
and “criticism” live”. Therefore it can not be ignored. “People who
come to theatre represent not masses but particular individuals. And
only theatre, stage unite them”.®

“Ignorance is not a sin”... but... arrogance, incompetence, ambition,
lack of education, grudge... these are undoubtedly “sins”.
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A critic’s “sin” is apologetics of any concrete theatre or director,
incompetence, ambition, unfavorable attitude...

Theatre “sin” is thought only about a spectator, according to a
principle “what he will like or dislike”. Theatre should at least try to
raise and inspire taste of audience.

A spectator’s “sin” is indifference, lack of education, ignorance...
Is this a spectator’s sin or society’s in which this spectator was brought
up?!

Now we get to the main point... “Tbilisi International Festival of
Theatre” and events within this festival. We should first of all mention
that Festival program of 2010 is much more multifarious and well-
organized. The founders and organizers define correctly the mission
of theatrical festival: A special event — for audience; set up, extend
and develop creative atmosphere in cultural space, plan new
perspectives — for professionals; At the same time it is comprehended
that “culture is visiting card of a country’’.

Due to the Festival of 2009: The play “Macbeth” by Davit
Doiashvili was invited to different countries to stage the play (Rijeka,
Croatia, “Small Stage International Theatre Festival” 5-10 May 2010;
Tallinn, Estonia, Georgian Cultural Days —22-27 May 2010; Jerusalem,
Israel “Jerusalem International Festival” 1-7 June 2010). Beso
Kupreishvilis® “Titebis Teatri” (“Theater of Fingers”) had success in
foreign countries (theater play “Exstavagansa” in Israel, “Israeili
International Festival”, 1-7 June, 2010). A new project “My Hamlet
“organized by Roger McCanny (theater expert, producer, director, UK.)
was established. The project was presented at the International Festival
of Edinburg. Levan Tsuladze’s Goethe “Faust” was invited to Seoul
(South Korea) Theatrical Olympiad (17-23 October 2010);
Marjanishvili Theatre and Levan Tsuladze’s “The Lady with the Dog”
(Anton Chekhov) made tours and also had success.

2009 Georgian Show Case guest, pedagogue, art director of
“Motion Theatre” Jonathan Batanavla worked on a project “Carmen
2010~ along with the radio “Green Wave” (The project envisages
preparation and recording of radio plays);

“Thilisi International Festival of Theatre” was acknowledged as
soon as it was founded. It is enough to say that in 2009 it was recognized
as “cultural event” by Council of Europe.

77



It is to be mentioned that Georgian plays presented at the festival
were multifarious this year. In 2009 twenty-seven Georgian plays were
presented at the festival, this year it amounted to 36 plays.

This year as well as the last year (2009) in the framework of the
festival besides the main program — plays, different events were
conducted, including: workshops and masterclasses — Ferrucchio
Soleri’s masterclass Commedia dell’arte (Piccolo Teatro, Italy);
Workshop of the company “Imitating the Dog” (Great Britain) on the
subject: interactive technologies, experimental texts; Book
presentations, exhibitions; Symposium of professional critics — cultural
bridge, etc.

All these are supportive factors for young people, future
generations, for those who intend to become professionals in the field
of theatre art. Future directors, actors, dramatists, scenic artists,
choreographers, theatre theorists, historians, critics, etc. will widen
knowledge and master professional novelties. Festival is one of the
best facilities for integration in “the world culture”, sharing experience.

This festival helps everyone: Theatre, spectators, criticism... And
I am sure it will necessarily become famous. We should support Festival
director Ms. Eka Mazmishili in this noble affair.

Many thanks to Ms. Eka Mazmishvili for founding high standard
festival in Georgia, and to all people supporting her...

In the end I would like to say that contact with any art field is
equal to emotional festival for spectators. And Theatre, using the words
of Ernest Hemingway, is “A Moveable Feast”.
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* Kote MarjaniSvili (1872-1933) New Apoch’s, New “Theatre Lunguage,s”
creaturer in Georgia. In 1897-1921 years he worked in Russia. In 1922 year
he came back to Georgia. on the 21* of novembre®, 1922 Kote Marjanishvili
staged Lope de Vega’s “Fuente Ovejuna” at the “”Rustaveli dramatic state
theatre”and this date was the birthsday of a new Georgian theatre.
* Sandro (Alexsander) Akhmeteli (1886-1937) Kote Marjanishvili’s pupil.
One of the reformer of Georgian theatre. His famous performances were:
“Anzor” by Sandro Shanshiashvili, “Lamara” by Grigol Robakidze, “In
Tirannos”by Fridrich Schiller and etc.
* Robert Sturua (born July 31, 1938) is a Georgian theater director, who
gained international acclaim for his original interpretation of the works of
Brecht, Shakespeare, Chekhov. He is based at the Shota Rustaveli Dramatic
Theater in Thbilisi, and has staged productions throghout the world. Graduating
in 1961, he began his career at the Shota Rustaveli Theater, where he became
principal director in 1979 and principal artistic director in 1982. His famous
performances are: Salem by Arthur Miller (1965) (original title: The Crucibles),
Caucasian Chalk Circle by Bertolt Brecht (1975), Richard III (London and
Edinburgh, 1979-80) and King Lear (New York, 1990). Out of 37 Shakespeare
plays, Sturua has staged 17; Sturua was hailed as one of ten best Shakespearian
productions of the last 50 years by Shakespeare International Association.
Sturuas other famous performance are: Life is a Dream by Calderén (1992),
The Good Person of Szechwan by Brecht (1993), Lamara by Grigol Robakidze
(1996), Styx, inspired by the music of Giya Kancheli (2002); two new versions
of Hamlet staged in Tbilisi (2001, 2006); and Waiting for Godot by Beckett
(2002).
* Magazine “H2S04” — magazine of Georgian futurists. In 1924 was published
one issue and its supplement “Literature, etc.”. Among the founders were
Irakli Gamrekeli (1894-1943) — well-known Georgian artist, scenograph, he
took part in creation of directorial theatre in Georgia, in Shota Rustaveli Theatre
history (1921-1943) creative epoch. Nikoloz Shengelaia (1901-1943) film
director, screenwriter, poet. He become acquainted with cinematography with
the help of Kote Marjanishvili, he was engaged as a director assistant for the
movie “Before Hurricane”. Shengelaia’s movie “Eliso” (1928) was a step
forward in cinematography. “Eliso” and “26 Commissars” shot in 1933
(mothballed in Soviet period) were recognized as masterpieces of the world
cinematography.
*Turi Lotman (1922-1993) literary man, theorist, critic, semiotic; One of
founders of Tartu — Moscow semeiotic school. Corresponding Member of
Academy of Sciences of Britain (1977), Member of Academy of Sciences of
Norway (1987), Member of Academy of Sciences of Kingdom of Sweden
(1989), Member of Academy of Sciences of Estonia.
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