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From the editorial team:

Editorial, perhaps, does not share some opinions expressed in sciebtific
articles in the magazine, but “Online Archaeology” publishes such letters

and there fore it is open to discussions.
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Annual Report of the General Director of the

National Agency for Cultural Heritage

Preservation of Georgia, Nikoloz Antidze to the

readers of ‘Online Archaeology’

In the current year ‘Online Archaeology’ is celebrating its 10" anniversary. This year, when the
journal already comprises 14 estimated features and they are equally popular both in Georgia and
beyond, we can boldly claim that the feature which our readers find one of the most interesting is
the annual New Year’s interview of Nikoloz Antidze, General Director of the National Agency for
Cultural Heritage Preservation of Georgia, which is a report to the readers of ‘Online Archaeology’
on the past year.

Since 2014 ‘Online Archaeology’ has published six interviews of the General Director, six reports
of six years have been presented for the public judgement, as a result of which this feature has
become a kind of information package which transparently provides comprehensive account of
both the achievements and the faults in the sphere of cultural heritage protection and management
occurring over the past year.

It is interesting what the year of 2020 was like? The seventh reality of the General Director of
the National Agency for Cultural Heritage Preservation of Georgia which took place against the
background of the gravest world and local challenges? What influence does COVID- 19 exert on
the present and future of Georgian monuments and what awaits Gelati in the short- or long-term
prospect?

Considering the past six reports and six balanced discussions, this year, in his 7" interview, Nikoloz
Antidze makes the first categoric statement and says that the processes going on around Gelati
are politicized and politically engaged opposition manipulating with Georgia’s cultural heritage
monuments is totally unacceptable for him. However, consequences of the pandemic will be
eliminated by his department through hard work and by means of developing accurately outlined
priorities.

Thus, the seventh reality of the General Director — cornerstone of numerous different ideas,
visions and discussions




The seventh report of Nikoloz Antidze
to the readers of ‘Online Archaeology’

Batono Nikoloz, let us start our conversation about the challenge that not only our country,
but the whole world is facing — COVID 19 and Georgian cultural heritage. How does the
agency respond to the stagnation caused by the corona virus?

First of all, I would like to take advantage of the tribune of ‘Online Archaeology’ and express
my sorrow for the fact that this year Georgian scholarly community has lost three honored
archaeologists — Otar Japaridze, Guram Lordkipanidze and Guram Grigolia. It is great loss for
not only specialists and supporters of our filed, but for the whole country which will be felt
even more bitterly in the future. I mean, surmounting obstacles on the way to developing the
field will become more complicated.

As far as the coronavirus is concerned, our country, just like the whole world, is going through
hard times. The agency has suffered financial damages because, as is known to the public,
our department is focused not only on protection of the cultural heritage, but it also unifies
museums and museum-reserves. COVID-19 hindered full-scale functioning of our museums
and museum-reserves. Moreover, if we consider simple figures, the virus actually caused the
museums to stop, i.e. last year’s income of the museums amounted to 700,000 Gel, which evi-
dences great and ever- increasing interest of the public towards museums. This year, since the
day they opened (21 June), the budget has received less than 100,000 Gel from the museums.

Such shortage of visitors, indeed, was negatively reflected on our activities. Furthermore, coronavirus
has inflicted serious damage on the state and, accordingly, being a state department, we allocated part
of our budget resources to the state which was substantial amount to affect continuation of ongoing
projects.

Batono Nikoloz, do you think it is a collapse, or force-major which will be forgotten over
time on completion of the pandemic? Did coronavirus change the agency’s priorities?

Priorities have not been changed, so it is more of a challenge for us, rather than collapse. It
was very difficult to realign to such a force-major situation. However, fortunately, we man-
aged to continue major projects (e.g. Nokalakevi, etc.), but on a smaller scale. The main thing
is that the processes have not collapsed, tenders were accomplished.

Just like the whole world, we, too, participated in international events online. During the pandemic
we even managed to put ‘Georgian traditional supra’ forward for UNESCO list. To be short, we
haven’t stopped and surrendered, which, I think, is very important.

In my opinion, the agency will meet completion of COVID 19 pandemic with the data of 2014
and, in the same way as we managed to get out of the difficult situation by means of dedication and
developing the right priorities, we will work towards increasing our income. [ presume, in about a
year’s time or so we will reach the mark that we had reached prior to the pandemic.
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Presently, we find it most important to take care of people’s health and think about ensuring workplace
safety.

- Itis also a kind of challenge; it is likely that modernity puts forward its own requirements.

Probably. By the way, coronavirus has proved that the staff of the agency is well aware of modern
technologies and conduct fruitful work online. The bad thing is that it causes human communication
to cease. Personally, I think it is impossible to substitute face-to-face communication with the online
one, especially when it comes to our field.

-1t turns out that 2020 has been the year of challenges and problems for the National Agency for
Cultural Heritage Preservation of Georgia.

That’s true. It has been the year of challenges, aggravated with acute problems. Apart from
the global challenge of coronavirus, our major problem was Gelati. I can explain what caused
the problem. There are two reasons to it: 1. carrying out works without the agency’s consent,
which always brings regrettable outcomes; 2. lack of strictness of our inspecting. However,
the stir connected to the problems of the monument was caused by politization of this topic.

As is known, the Gelati rehabilitation program started in 2008. Full rehabilitation project was
compiled which included rehabilitation of the churches, academy, baptistry, bell-tower, St. George
Church, gate, etc.

Rehabilitation of the academy, gates and St. Nicholas Church took place at different times before
2015. Later it was the bell-tower and, finally, in 2015 the process of rehabilitation of the main
church and St. George Church began.

At first, it should be noted that Gelati is roofed with good quality tiles and, in some places, with
bad ones. The point is that the tiles for the lower arms were produced without our consent and they
turned out to be absolutely useless. Regrettably, the producer company changed the production
of the tiles without informing us about it. Otherwise, we would have taken preventive measures
to stop the damage.

Four years later, i.e. in 2019, two problems arose on the main church:

1. Faults of the bonding lime-mortar appeared in the segments roofed with good tiles which is
expressed by forming small cracks which let water leak into the church;
2. Bad tiles got cracked and broke.

Shortly, all the defects were revealed at the beginning of 2019, which caused temporary problems
to arise. In general, when works are conducted on a monument, faults are bound to emerge, which
requires our instant response. In Gelati, leakage has been evidenced several times, for instance, in
2016 when it was responded by the agency immediately and the problem was eradicated. Therefore,
we were very proud of, and still are not dissatisfied by the works conducted in Gelati, indeed, except
for the roof.

-Batono Nika, what kind of well conducted works do you mean and what defects does the roof

have? What measures have been taken against the company which voluntarily changed production
of tiles for Gelati?
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Every single damaged stone of the main church of Gelati has been replaced, i.e. stone conser-
vation was conducted to the highest standards; enhancement works of the murals of the dome
were accomplished in the interior; in 2018 full scanning of the wall painting occurred which
is absolutely necessary as it provides possibility of permanent comparison of negative and
positive impacts.

As for the roof, I can say that roofing of the dome is very good both in visual and principal terms.
The mere fact is that four years after covering, imperfections emerged in the bonding on the arms
covered with good quality tiles, while the bad quality ones got cracked and failed to endure one
winter. Consequently, we made a decision to oblige the leader of the restoration project to cover
the whole church with a temporary roof.

The aim of the temporary roof is: to endure this winter so that leakage is prevented. From the
next year we will start working towards replacement of the damaged tiles. The company which
acted voluntarily will undertake replacement of all the tiles and, what is particularly important
is that the budget is not going to cover the expenses — they will be covered by the company that
made errors.

We admit that we are to blame for not conducting strict monitoring; however, it had its own
reasons: the point is that the works in Gelati were carried out by a very successful and renowned
organization — winner of the Europa Nostra Award -and, consequently, there existed the factor of
trust.

What is the situation like today?

I can state loudly that by now arrangement of the temporary roof has already been accom-
plished and two principal problems have been handled: specific spots where leakage might
take place have been detected in the part covered with good-quality tiles, and the ones applied
without our consent are going to be replaced completely.

I should mention again that, regrettably, these processes have been politicized. While working
on any monument, unforeseen circumstances might emerge any time. Therefore, the fuzz around
Gelati is far-fetched and, for me, personally, it is categorically unacceptable to manipulate with
the topic which is extremely sensitive for our country and its politization.

The main thing is that we acknowledge our responsibilities, we were motivated and still are in
order to remedy all the defects that are actually present. And, as mentioned above, all the expenses
necessary for remedying the defects will be covered by the company which is responsible for the
damage.

I would like to pay particular attention to the wall painting. The point is that the murals have been
suffering quite a few problems not for years, but for decades and, indeed, it is rather sad that many
years long problems were added the problem of leakage through certain segments. So, we decided
to start examining the murals and draw the project immediately, in 2020. Accordingly, when the
roof has been arranged, we will be able to embark on the conservation of the murals.

It is a long-term program with concrete aims and plans for which the state will not economize its
financial resources. The processes are already underway and we regularly provide the public with
information about the works being conducted in Gelati.




-It means that the defects have been identified, processes are transparent, works are underway
and they are financially provided by the company that made the errors. When should we expect
the first positive news?

-We have already got positive news. We managed to localize the outcomes of the flaws and,
despite wet days, leakage has not been recorded since June. We are all aware that Gelati is situated
in a particularly windy and damp location. Accordingly, the works required special attention and
high professionalism. Presently, the covers are arranged in such a way that there is no chance of
leaking.

-Batono Nika, is there any news in archaeology in this force-major 2020?

-The news is that we have not cancelled a million-lari-worth program in archaeology, and this year,
too, up to 1,000,000 Gel have been spent. We are intending to spend the same amount next year as
well. However, this year showed vividly that we have a problem of the personnel not only in the
direction of archaeology, but restoration as well. Accordingly, even in case of our special efforts,
we won’t be able to develop archaeology on a wider scale, I mean from the institutional point of
view. So far, our most important task is to prepare qualified specialists. The public remembers that
the agency has elaborated the policy of involving five students in field archaeological campaigns.
This mechanism has been put into effect and we can already see new faces in archaeology, but it
takes time and experience for them to become professionals.

As far as the archaeological sites are concerned, for the last four years we have been working
intensively on creating stationary expeditions that have never existed before. In the past
archaeological activities took place spontaneously. This year we have already got stationary
archaeological expeditions which conduct field works every season, for example, Nokalakevi
international expedition, Grakliani, Gudabertka, Didnauri expeditions; Akhaksheni and
Samshvilde expeditions have already been established.

In addition, pleasant news is that the agency has shifted to the active phase of cooperation with
the National Museum. It is the kind of relationship which is based on collegiality and partnership
standards and we have already been accomplishing joint projects in the direction of archaeology.
This year we financed three archaeological expeditions of the National Museum — Mashavera
Gora in Marneuli, medieval period excavations in Dmanisi city-site and started work on revival
of Gogichaant Ghele, because since the Soviet period, no activities have been carried out
at Gogichaant Ghele, which is a really prominent site. This year, the agency and the National
Museum made joint efforts to continue this important archaeological research.

-Batono Nikoloz, this year we are celebrating the tenth anniversary of ‘Online Archaeology’.
What can you say about the journal and are you thinking of the modern concept of its future
development? What is the situation, in general, with respect to regular scholarly editions?

- ‘Online Archaeology’ was the first online journal in the sphere of cultural heritage. It is important in
terms of development of educational and scientific activities. At the same time, it is an informative-
cognitive edition which has been operating for ten years. No doubt it is a powerful means of
popularization of Georgian archaeology, but first and foremost assessment is impartiality of the
journal.




It means that ‘Online Archaeology’ is an unbiased edition which is focused on stating facts which, in
my opinion, is a rarity. Both in printed media and the internet opposing is very common, positional
and oppositional sentiments are everywhere and resulting from the degree of democratic nature of the
journal, in our case this niche is open. Generally, future assessment of any direction depends on how
much objective opinions were published in this direction. Accordingly, it is a high-class journal with
many subscribers and those who wish to place their own view in this publication. In short, the main
principle of the journal is to provide general public with accurate information about the events taking
place in the sphere of archaeology, both successes and faults, which is an opportunity for creating the
right impressions about archaeology. Personally, I haven’t got any concepts about its development,
this is what you are for — it is here that archaeological problems are discussed, so I fully trust you. But
it isn’t ungrounded trust — we can see the result which justifies this trust — ‘Online Archaeology’ is a
successful journal.

It was ‘Online Archaeology’ that conditioned publishing of ‘Archaeospectrum’, which is a hardcopy
publication. Here we print the most popular and successful features and articles of ‘Online
Archaeology’. The latter, generally, was intended to be the printed copy of ‘Online Archaeology’, but
during the year so much interesting research and popular material is accumulated that we decided to
distribute it as we have numerous publications which are outnumbered by those who wish to publish
articles.

Another project that is also generated from ‘Online Archaeology’ is a peer-reviewed archaeological
journal ‘South Caucasus — Archaeological Context’. It was the scientific part of ‘Online Archaeology’
that met the requirements of reviewing service and, as we didn’t want ‘Online Archaeology’ to lose
its popular direction, we decided to issue a separate journal which would receive the status of a peer-
reviewed one and would be placed in the database of Georgia’s scholarly journals. This is how the
new journal ‘South Caucasus — Archaeological Context’ was born. Its first issue was published in
2020, under pandemic. This journal has already received the digital identification code - DOI, which
is recommended by the authoritative bases of international scientific resources and is the most widely
used reference and the most compact and operative means of information exchange among scholars.
It means that we reached the international scholarly access and we hope that in the near future the
journal will receive the IMPACT citing index, which is the measurement of the rating of the scholarly
journals and those of social sciences.

Another project the idea of whose establishment also stems from ‘Online Archacology’ (I mean the
feature ‘Archaeological Digest’) is the annual session of archaeologists. We have already converted
this session into the winter meeting, i.e. apart from the fact that every winter we hear reports about
what has been done, by whom and how work was conducted, which had always been foreseen by the
session, we already discuss specific problems, make decisions and elaborate recommendations. It is a
format of coordinated work with scholars, as the largest meeting of the specialists of the field requires
being oriented on outcomes. One of these outcomes is getting acquainted with each other’s activities,
but the main thing is to identify the subject of the focus, what kind of changes have to be made to the
law, etc. It means that based on the competence of the specialists of the field, the state institution will
start taking the first concrete steps. In short, the conclusive part of the session shifts to the interactive
format, elaborates a specific action plan — what the state can do for archaeology in order to promote
development of this branch and identify priorities. The main thing is that the session which has
already become a tradition, manages to ensure involvement of each specialist, which is important, so




that the specialists will be able to agree on what has to be done, but if there is an opposition to any
decision, supporting arguments have to be presented.

Despite the fact that this year the session was held online, it is still oriented on specific outcomes.

-1t is clear that live processes will bring more communication and many more concrete results.
Batono Nika, the agency has always stood out with activities in the field of education, what processes
are going on presently?

Unfortunately, the pandemic has inflicted damage on this segment; we intended to take educational
programs on an international arena; we have been working in this direction very efficiently. However,
the virus has caused us to back off, publications have been hindered. It is difficult to shift children’s
archaeology to the online platform. Therefore, we could think about introducing interactive games
which will be implemented in schools. It is important that, on our request the company ‘RMG’
financed five cartoons — different scenes from the New Testament. It is important that the texts are
written according to Gogebashvili’s theology and the scenes include our churches which is a great
way of promoting their popularization as well.

The interview was conducted by Maia Cholokashvili
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