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THEATRE-MUSEUM:
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THE KVEMO-MACHKHAANI VILLAGE THEATER

IRMA DOLIDZE

of the oldest and best-
O n epreserved theater build-

ings of Georgia is a two-
story brick structure located in the Kvemo
Machkhaani village in the Sighnaghi Munici-
pality, Kakheti. The theater was completed
in 1899 and the opening performance was
given on July 25 of that year, the "Khanuma"
comedy by Avksenti Tsagareli.

The theater was built through the efforts
and financial support of the local popula-
tion. The construction contains a stage-box
and a rectangular tiered hall with 300 seats,
and includes the original furniture, stage con-
struction, orchestra pit, heaters and theatre
curtains. Thus the significance of this theatre
as a monument of cultural heritage goes be-
yond only one village or region. It has a dis-
tinguished place in Georgian cultural life, and
is the reason for creating a theatre-museum
in this village. There is no other museum or
theatre in Georgia that provides such an ideal
context for understanding and visualizing
this important era of Georgian cultural life.
Soon it will allow us to enjoy modern perfor-
mances, as well as old plays.

The concept of a theatre-museum, first of all,
permits us to study and restore a monument
of cultural heritage and return it to its original
function. Since opening in 1899, the building
has had different functions: it was a theatre, a
club, a cinema and even a shelter for soldiers
during World War Il. Today it is the village’s
House of Culture. This is why this unique
building needs to be returned to the theatri-
cal function it once had, to restore old thea-
tre pieces, show experimental plays, present
action performances using both former and
modern technologies, as well as to exhibit
and interpret materials of theatrical history in
Georgia.

The 300-seat theatre hall is made up of 200
in parterre and 100 seats in tiered stalls. The

wooden chairs are as old as the building,
made in the style of the day and in good
condition. Parterre boxes are situated on
both sides of the orchestra pit. According to
the location of the doors and windows, it ap-
pears that the tiered-stall level was renovated
from the time that windows were used to al-
low in natural light. There is a picture show-
ing this in K. Zubalashvili Municipal People's
House (now called the Marjanishvili Theatre),
which was built during the same period The
two buildings have similar interiors as well as
achitectural forms. In the beginning, the K.
Zubalashvili Municipal People's House didn't
have artificial lighting and used daylight from
its windows, meaning that performances
were held only during daylight hours. The
rectangular 630-seat hall also had a par-
terre and tiered stalls similar to the Kvemo
Machkhaani theatre. Although there were
many more seats in the Tbilisi theater, the
layout was similar for theatres with less space.

Information about the existence of a revolv-
ing stage in the Kvemo Machkhaani Theater
has been passed down orally. There is also
a story about its being removed and trans-
ferred to Thilisi's Marjanishvili Theatre. Be-
sarion Mosulishvili, Manager of the Kvemo
Machkhaani Club, confirms the existence of a
revolving stage in a theatre in 1960s. Stages
with a revolving construction were important
technological innovations as they permitted
rapid changes in backdrops and scenes and
reduced waiting time during interacts. How-
ever, today the stage floor has been replaced.

Revolving stages had already been used for
a few years by the time Kvemo Machkhaani
was built. They were invented by Karl Auten-
schlager, a famous theatre mechanic, and first
introduced at the Residence Theatre in Mu-
nich in 1896. In Russia, revolving stages were
found in the Small Theatre and the Art Thea-
tre. Only two years later, in 1898-1901 this
type of stage was installed in Thilisi’s Rustaveli

Theatre (formerly the Theatre of the "Artistic
Community"). The Kvemo Machkhaani thea-
tre was built during the same period and
most likely had a revolving stage as well. It
thus stands equal with one of the best theat-
ers in the country and was included in the list
of a small number of theatres throughout Eu-
rope where modern technologies were used.

The Kvemo Machkhaani Theatre was de-
signed by an architect who had specialist
knowledge of theatre architecture. The con-
struction was completed in 1899, chronologi-
cally the same period as the Tbilisi Summer
Theatre (1870-1906) and the Thbilisi Royal
Bank Theatre (1878-1914). This is an epoch
when the Treasury Opera Theatre (1880-1896)
was already functioning in Thilisi and when
the construction of the Rustaveli Theatre had
begun. Just two years later, the Marjanish-
vili Theatre construction began, and lasted
from 1902 to 1907. Of these buildings, only
the Thilisi Opera House and the Rustaveli
and Marjanishvili Theatres function today,
although not in their original form. Much of
the theatrical inventory did not survive. For
example fires destroyed the Opera House
and Rustaveli Theatre, while the Marjanishvili
Theatre was repeatedly renovated. Consider-
ing this, the fact that the Kvemo Machkhaani
village theatre has preserved its original form
and décor, authentic interior, furniture, stage
constructions, tiered stalls and chairs, it is an
ideal choice for creating a museum. The thea-
tre building already has the status of monu-
ment of cultural heritage. Since 2014 theater
performances, classical music concerts and
action performances have been held, so the
first steps have been taken to create a living
museum.

The National Agency for Cultural Heritage
Preservation of Georgia is planning the reha-
bilitation of the Kvemo Machkhaani village
theatre and museum for 2017.
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