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M e rab IN CONVERSATION WITH ARTIST
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Interviewed by
Mariam Shergelashyili




Merab Kopaleishvili — an artist. Your
first exposure to art. When did you dis-
cover your interest in art and how did
you develop this interest?

This traces back to my early childhood. I vividly
recall being 3 years old when a family relative
gifted me a beautiful Czech pencil. In the 1970s,
receiving something from abroad was quite ex-
traordinary, and as a child, the experience left a
lasting impression on me. Like most children, |
had an inkling to drawing, but my fascination
with art tools, such as brushes and pencils, was
exceptional. As | grew up in Samtredia, | was
fortunate that an art school opened nearby du-
ring my formative years. Under the guidance of
excellent teachers, | was able to study painting,
engraving, and sculpture professionally, fur-
ther nurturing my love for the arts. | attended a
comprehensive school from 3rd to 8th grade
before enrollinginthe Mose Toidze Academy.

By the time | was 14, | was already hooked on art
and had various life experiences. It was during
that period when | discovered literature and
cine-ma in a completely new light. | remember
the times when we would gather in secret to
watch movies on videotapes. There were karate
films and Bruce Lee movies, but there was also
"Last Tango in Paris." | was already familiar with
Bertolucci's Conformist, but seeing this film for
the first time made me realize that | was expe-
riencing painting, emotions, and sensations.
Gradually, | became acquainted with directors
like Forman and Fellini. When | prepared to en-
ter the academy, my teacher was an extraor-
dinary person, Tengiz Soselia, one of the best

painters from the 1960s generation and a pro-
minent intellectual of that time. He taught me
not only how to paint but also how to perceive
the world. He shared his insights with me, and
we became friends. Throughout life, if you
have the capacity, you absorb all of this to the
fullest. While plastic is just that, planting a li-
ving tree to life is the essence of life. Some pe-
ople claim that artificial intelligence can write
a story better than a human, not just better,
but perfectly and flawlessly. In my opinion,
flawlessness is not always desirable. Talent
often comes with imperfections. | believe it is
inaccurate to say that a genius artist is an ide-
al artist. Even Leonardo wasn't perfect; the
goal is to strive for the ideal. That's the main
thing. That's why | draw all the time and stay in
motion because if you stop, you fall.




g

Creative process and routine. Share
this interconnection. Where do you
drawyou inspiration from?

My daily routine consists of 12-hour work
shifts at the market, where selling candies is
one of my responsibilities and obligations.
However, when | return home, there are art-
works waiting for me to switch to and comp-
lete; they call out to me. Sometimes, you ha-
ve to do things you don't necessarily want to
do, butyou need to. On the other hand, | ha-
ve complete freedom in my creativity - no
one can interfere or direct me in this aspect.
Like all artists, | draw inspiration from the
existing reality. Everything that has been
written or filmed ultimately has an autobio-
graphical aspect. | believe it was Virginia
Woolf who said that War and Peace is the
most auto-biographical book, and | agree
with her. The unseen elements are what you
seek with your hand, and once you find
them, they become a part of your everyday
life.

Dozens of illustrated works and a very
authentic handwriting. Painting, applic-
ation, book decoration, papier mache.
Share your work-flow with us. What is the
same and what is the difference that you
depict by working with different materi-
als?

Experience is crucial — the path taken adds novelty to one's life. Sometimes it may feel like a burden, but it remains valuable.
What | could do when I was 20, with a more daring attitude, | might not be able to do again. It's essential not to miss these mo-
ments because you cannot step into the same river twice. Timing is of utmost importance. If your train has left, you cannot
catch it; you mustn't miss those opportunities to gain experience. Creative work doesn't recognize events like New Year's or
birthdays — you're constantly in the process. Sometimes, the artwork itself guides you in the right direction. For example,
when working with oil paint and applying thick layers, you need time and distance to let the work dry. Once | master one




mingway's stories, or poetry of Galaktioni are always
close to me - their presence alone sets the mood.
When you start reading Hemingway, for example, you
become his friend and travel with him. In this way,
what a person creates is a gift for others, and that is
the true beauty of life.

Artis...

Art is a gift, as well as a load to carry — but a gift non-
etheless. It brings joy, fills you up and stays by your si-
de. There are many career paths where a person does
their job and forgets about it at the end of the day. But
when you are a painter, you are encompassed by this
all day long. You never rest. Artist - this is a profes-
sion, a status. When | die, my will is that no name, no
surname is to be written on the tombstone, only one
word - artist.

technique, I'm eager to tackle more challenges. The
same author emerges throughout all these explora-
tions. Different techniques present unique challen-
ges, and that's what makes the process intriguing.

Your work often unites various scenes, cha-
racters, living beings, or objects through a uni-
que naive symbolism, materializing from di-
verse perspectives. How would you describe
this distinctive vision and the driving force be-
hind your creativity

Individualism is undoubtedly important, as every per-
son, especially an artist, is a unique subject. Each ar-
tist creates and develops their own distinctive style,
which defines their identity. However, it is crucial to
understand that we are all part of a greater whole, a
mere link in the chain of humanity and culture. From
the primitive man depicting bulls in a cave (we haven't
come too far from this) to the works of Picasso or Miro,
we are part of an ongoing chain and we want to contri-
bute to it. Music and literature are also essential com-
ponents of this entirety. The impulses we receive from
what we read and learn shape our creativity. Books
such as "Alice in Wonderland," "War and Peace," He-
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Merab Kopaleishvili's distinct world and handwriting are uniquely independent. His works consistently engage in a
dialogue with modernist art while intriguingly revitalizing this period and movement within the Georgian context. The
selected pieces showcase a fusion of styles and cultural identities, including Mexican muralism, Soviet mosaics and
monumental panels, primitivism (naive art), and neorealism. Each of these directions, styles, and cultural periods draws
upon elements of social and modernist art. In his realistic and objective paintings, the sculptor's vision and solutions are
evident. The depicted spiritual and inanimate world appears voluminous and rounded; the pursuit of form and nuance
generates content and emotion. Naive, isolated, and alienated beings, environments, or objects communicate with one
another through sculptural forms. Merab Kopaleishvili's art represents a unique discovery, transcending any specific
generation or group of professional artists. His emotional, open, and personal visual world is both exceptional and
valuable, serving as an extraordinary manifestation of Georgian artistic space.
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The current series of works primarily features oil paintings from the 1990s to the 2000s. The general iconography and color scheme of these
pieces evoke the Thilisi painting school or Soviet decorative-monumental art. However, Merab Kopaleishvili's vision and creative approach
resonate more with book illustrations, posters, or prints. In this manner, the artist presents a unique visual interpretation of reality and
personal emotions. The entire urban or intimate environment, scenes of existence, animals, and inanimate objects are inhabited by people
imbued with profound, introspective psychologism, who sympathize with them as if they were part of an ideational world. Human existence
appears as an artistic mise-en-scéne, with humanistic ideas, lyricism, and melancholy transferred to both spiritual and inanimate matter.
These elements become reflections of existence and empathic echoes simultaneously. Sad, passionate, and mysterious gazes alternate
like masks expressing both life and death. Existential actions and movements are condensed, offering glimpses of the spiritual and
inanimate world and generating a dual mood of realism and dreams. Within this fictional city and its somber inhabitants, the most
animalistic, rhythmic, and inexplicable elements are the stylized or decorative patterns found in clothing, interiors, and words. It is here
that the boundaries with Soviet and Thilisi painting schools are established, with the narration of human existence manifested in
psychological, subtle, or "familial" nuances.
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Inthis collection, the artist's pictorial works are centered around biblical and mythological themes. Both small and large canvases feature a
thickened, bumpy, or pasty texture and are created in a naive style. This naive iconography is characterized by achromatic backgrounds,
interplay of light and shadow, and the violation of scale. The colorful haze of the canvases and their conditionality represent the artist's
deliberate attempt to distance the sacred and unblemished reality of the "The Passion of the Christ" from any form of pathos or traditional

narration. Itis asif the artist has seen, felt, been purified, and given a new quality to the biblical scenes.

The artistic imagery of the biblical and mythological series is continued in thematically independent works, such as "Orpheus" and "Cold
Peach for the Queen." These pieces feature scenes with warm, moderate lighting and naively modeled figures, revealing that the artist is
transitioning towards somewhat rounded forms on the surface, that is, towards sculpture and monumental plastic art. Concurrently, the

conditionality of these forms enhances the composition.




ARTISTIC SERIES

This subsection showcases fragments from Merab Kopaleishvili's
artistic series "Gift." The series consists of 7 volumes and comprises
approximately 350 mixed media works (gouache, colored pencil,
ink, collage) created by the artist duringthe 1990s-2000s. The pieces
are predominantly autobiographical, journeying through the artist's
past, experiences, and inspirations. The real-life scenes are once
againimpersonal, marked by a blend of joy and sadness.

The faces of the people lack emotional features, with their visages
either eyeless or shaded blue. The backgrounds of intimate or
urban-public spaces are theatrically arranged, displaying either a
sense of conditionality or, conversely, ascetic simplicity. Scenes
inspired by the stories of Ernest Hemingway and Vazha Pshavela, as
well as actual events, unfold with the same pathos and dramaturgy.
In the artist's work, the inspirations drawn from artistic and realistic
characters and situations are inseparable. The artist purposefully
portrays his life in this manner, with literature being carved into
sacred icons as a point of shared perception.

Eroticism, the mysterious order of things, loneliness, and love are
themes that unite these works. Although the artist may depict
people in a somewhat superficial or mask-like manner, he
compensates for this by incorporating dramaturgy into spiritual
beings, inanimate objects, environments, and abstract-ornamental
compositions. Abstract and ornamental strokes serve as a form of

LITERARY MOTIFS

montage, pain, and fragmented narration. These applied patches
reveal the artist's desire to draw you into his thoughts, where
concreteness is intertwined with real feelings - those of the author
himself, Hemingway, and Vazha Pshavela. Tragedy and human
experience are confronted by psychedelia and hallucination,
unfoldingwithout a hero.

In the same collection, we find the author's personal childhood
memories and inspirations from the world of art, such as Vincent
Van Gogh and Don Quixote. Chabua Amirejibi's "Gora Mborgali"
serves as a comprehensive illustration of this literary work in terms
ofits developmentand coherentvisual narrative.

The existing selection encompasses nearly all of the aforementio-
ned stylistic and content nuances, though the language of book
illustrations and movie posters is distinctly and delicately present.
Chabua Amirezibi's "Gora Mborgali" demonstrates this through the
abstraction of space, the signification of mise-en-scéne, the
connection of the primary face-symbol with the acting character,
achromaticity, the use of colored spots as symbols, rhythm, and
collage narration. Each literary work's frontispiece acts as a
dramaturgical tuning fork, where space becomes archaic and the
deliberately vibrant color of the image evokes and intensifies the
desire to see the subsequent pages.




Sculpture

Papier-Mache Technique

After completing his studies at the
Toidze Art School in 1985, Merab
Kopaleishvili began workmg

at a youth theater. His time

at the theater saw the

creation of his first &%
sculptures and spheres 4§
using the papier- 14
maché technique.

Following his initial
experiments, the

artist soon stopped

working with this

method and, during

the 80s and 905

focused on creatlng

series of paintings.

Kopaleishvili returned to the
papier-maché technique in

the early 2000s. On one

hand, this resurgence was
prompted by the increasing
cost of artistic materials; on the
other, as the artist notes he
became equally captlvated by the
process of sculpting.

Gradually, decorative details were
incorporated into Merab

Kopaleishvili's papier-maché

sculptures, such as the synthetic
processing of porcelain, stones, and other
materials within the composmon using the
mosaic principle. Within this collection, we
find a series of surreal and kitschy ﬁgures
panels, and objects from the Greek cycle.
Merab Kopaleishvili's papier-maché
sculptures showcase his distinctive
painterly drive through the synthesis

of colorful, naive forms and details. e
The artist contlnues to actively develop ™§
sculptures using the papier-maché
technique.
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