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This article examines the musical and theatrical interpretation of Giya Kancheli’s opera Music for the Living (second
edition, And There Is Music) at the Bonn Opera House as part of the FOKUS’33 research project, which aims to revive
opera rarities forgotten in the 20th century. The study aims to use a comprehensive method to identify the features

of Kancheli’s opera that have determined its relevance in the 21st century.

Introduction.
Research Project FOKUS’33

his article discusses Giya Kancheli’s opera

Music for the Living (the second edition of the

opera Da ars Musica/And Let There Be Music')
and the features of its staging at the Bonn Opera
House as part of the FOKUS’33 research project,
which took place in June 2025.

The German premiere of Kancheli’s only opera
occurred 40 years after its debut in Thilisi and gen-
erated significant resonance. This article seeks to
analyse the reasons for the continued relevance of
Kancheli’s opera in the context of global issues.

The FOKUS’33 research project is an exploration
of 20"-century opera, seeking the reasons for its ne-
glect, often linked to historical and political devel-
opments. The FOKUS’33 project is dedicated to the
rediscovery of forgotten operatic rarities that have
contributed to 20"-century music. The research fo-
cuses on operas from the period after 1933 that dis-
appeared from the stage for various reasons. Opera
becomes the subject of artistic research both in the
context of stage performance and in academic pub-
lications, lectures, exhibitions, and public relations.
As part of this project, works by Alberto Francetti,

Klemens von Frankenstein, Rolf Liebermann, Franz
Schreker, Richard Strauss, Werner Egk, Kurt Weill,
and Arnold Schoenberg were performed.?

Each opera in this series results from research
into unexplored themes, musical ideas, and a com-
pletely different, constantly changing historical con-
text viewed through the prism of modernity. This
approach is the best way not only to study the opera
genre but also to popularise it and bring 20"-century
opera closer to the public, as confirmed by the pre-
miere of Kancheli’s opera in Bonn, the only work of
art from the former Soviet Union presented as part
of this project. The answer to why Kancheli’s opera,
created in the 1980s, was included in the FOKUS ‘33
cycle, and what could make this opera interesting
and attractive to a European audience in the 271
century, is ambiguous.

Argument 1: The relevance of the theme

Often, true art anticipates events. Kanche-
li-Sturua’s opera, staged in Thilisi in 1983, raises the
eternal questions of whether humanity will survive
in our ruthless world and, using metaphorical lan-
guage, speaks of its cruelty, our responsibility to
future generations, and seeks to show us the real
danger in its own language. Today, as humanity fac-

1 Entitled Music for the Living, the second edition of the opera was staged in Weimar in 1999.
2 In 2024, Schoenberg’s Moses and Aaron at the Bonn Theater was named the best German production of the year,
and in 2023, the research project FOKUS’33 received the OPER! AWARD in the category Best Rediscovery.
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es the danger of World War Ill, this issue is more
relevant than ever. Therefore, it is clear that the in-
terest in Da ars Musica (And Let There Be Music)
is not only due to its uniqueness and the appeal of
Kancheli’s music.

From today’s perspective, Da ars Musica is seen
as a prophecy of Perestroika (1985) and Glasnost
(1987) in the period preceding the collapse of the So-
viet Union, similar to Tengiz Abuladze’s Repentance
(1984), which employs parody, metaphor, and various
artistic devices to explore complex themes such as
authoritarianism, dictatorship, violence, and children
as symbols reflecting on the future of the world Un-
fortunately,® this theme has not lost its relevance
and has become even more acute during the war in
Ukraine. In this context, with appropriate staging,
the opera becomes even more compelling on the
stage of the Bonn Theater. This is the vision of Max-
im Didenko, a Russian director currently working in
Berlin, who now positions himself in Europe as a
supporter of Ukraine and an opponent of war. Gali-
ya Solodovnikova’s sets resemble the interior of the
Mariupol Theater, which was bombed in March 2022
while sheltering civilians, including children. In this
way, the director creates a specific setting directly
related to the war. This is, on the one hand, the re-
alistic aspect. The other is connected with colourful,
often highly unusual, exaggerated, grotesque char-
acterisations. For example, the fable about the hare
and the crocodile, presented on stage in a kitsch
form, is borrowed from the Soviet parody cartoon
Piff-Paff-0y-0y-Oy (1980).

Diversity, sharp contrasts, and scenes that are
sometimes surreal, sometimes completely realis-
tic—all this depicts the chaotic world of modernity,
in which all boundaries have disappeared. A world
where war and violence reign supreme is confront-
ed with values such as children. In Kancheli’s opera,
not only is the theater building, which has become
a refuge, reduced to ruins, but also the “language”
spoken by children, the archaic Sumerian language,
and from these archaic layers, “Music” is born.

Argument ll: Polymorphism

Can Music for the Living be called an opera?

In the 21t century, blurring the lines between tra-
ditional genres of musical art is considered normal,

3 Kavtaradze, omisa da, 1987.
4 Shachnazarova, suliereba, 1986
5 3eindac, lua Kanuenu, 2005, p.316

but in 1983 it was unusual. In 1983, the staging of
Kancheli’s opera Da ars Musica sparked heated de-
bate among critics about whether it was an opera
or not, due to its “unusualness.” The composer was
accused of ignoring the laws of theater, and some
accused him of turning opera into a symphony. In an
interview, the composer responded to this question
as follows: “l cannot answer the question of whether
it is an opera or not, because | myself do not know.
| will say more. | am completely indifferent to this. |
know only one thing: Music for the Living can only
be staged in an opera house.” *

The composition of the opera was influenced by
two key factors: the presence of like-minded col-
laborators — conductor and director Jansug Kakhid-
ze, who was then the artistic director of the Thilisi
Opera and Ballet Theater, and librettist and director
Robert Sturua, with whom Kancheli maintained a
close creative partnership while working at the Sho-
ta Rustaveli Theater. While Robert Sturua was the
client when Kancheli composed the music for the
play, Kancheli became Sturua’s client when writing
the opera and dictated the requirements for the li-
bretto:
« The main protagonists must be children.

The action should not follow a linear plot, but in-

stead favour a symbolic, generalised structure.

The text must consist of isolated words and frag-

mentary phrases.

Therefore, metaphorical language and symbol-
ic characters are of great importance in the opera.
These are intellectual works with several layers:
one is easily accessible on the surface, while anoth-
er requires deep reflection.

“In the beginning was the song. And God was the
song.” Composer Giya Kancheli and librettist Robert
Sturua adapt the opening of the Gospel of John, giv-
ing the music a quasi-religious significance. Here,
salvation and redemption are born in a world of cha-
0s.’ Echoes of Orthodox church music create a sacred
aura and distinctive spirituality. In some scenes of
Music for the Living, this approach achieves a spe-
cial effect: calm, quiet soundscapes reminiscent of a
litany in a work that, overall, is unusually turbulent.

In the original version, the authors in the booklet
described the genre of the opera as a parable. It is
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logical that the restrictions of the totalitarian regime
and the prohibitions of censorship forced artists to
resort to allegorical forms such as myths and para-
bles, employing the principle of double coding.?

The title of the opera in its ariginal version, Da
ars Musica/And Let There Be Music, suggests that
the work addresses the mythological motif of the
omnipotence of music and the purification and sal-
vation of the world through it. In its anti-militaris-
tic spirit and post-catastrophic vision, it resembles
Tarkovsky’s allegorical film Stalker (1979), where
the question of whether humanity should exist is
traditionally accompanied by the semantic opposi-
tion between the polar principles of good and evil,
darkness and light. This type of polar conflict is an
integral feature of the style and dramaturgy of the
symphonist Kancheli, which is also clearly evident in
the opera. The principles of “for” and “against” are
presented through the full range of musical means of
expression, from intonation to nuances, articulation,
and timbres Kancheli’s music creates an impressive
soundscape, characterised by sharp contrasts in mu-
sical colour.’

Intonational genre complexes of stylistic stereo-
types from different eras serve as musical meta-
phors. The composer employs the ltalian bel canto
technique of the 19" century in a grotesque man-
ner, contrasting it with elements of Baroque and
20"-century music, represented by instrumental
theater, kitsch, pop music, aleatoric technique, and
features of the grotesque and parody. In the first
act and finale, in scenes with children and a blind
old man, the genre markers of oratorio and mystery
predominate; the influence of cinema is evident in
the framing and editing techniques. The opera Love
and Duty departs from the historical-romantic opera
of the 19th century with its stylisation of bel canto,
Verdi, and Puccini.

Musical intertextuality is unified by a system
of leitmotifs, creating the unique character of this
multi-genre composition. The intertextuality char-
acteristic of Kancheli’s work is evident both in the
music and in the speech in Sumerian, English, Ital-
ian, French, and Georgian . The musical language is
eclectic, drawing inspiration from late Romanticism,

particularly in the masterful parody of ltalian opera
in the intermezzo.® The opera’s soundscape is dom-
inated by polyphonic choral singing, which creates
the most powerful dramatic moments. The hierarchy
of “high” and “low” genres is dismantled; the cari-
catured operatic monologue of melodramatic opera
is replaced by the sublime style of hymns, grotesque
marches, ragtime, and waltzes, whose coexistence
forms a polystylistic mosaic unified by Kancheli’s
aesthetics.

It appears that the question of whether Music
for the Living is an opera can be answered affirma-
tively. However, Music for the Living represents an
alternative version of opera, which emerged during
another crisis of the genre and reflects the main
trends in its evolution in the final decades of the 20"
century. Its libretto cannot exist as a dramatic work
without music, not only because of its conciseness
and schematism, but also due to its inconsistency.
Music provides the necessary connections. Similar-
ly, music would lose much without stage action in
the case of a concert performance of an opera. Thus,
Music for the Living is an opera because it retains
the fundamental properties of operatic dramaturgy:
music, words, stage action, and performing resourc-
es (soloists, choir, orchestra), which cannot exist in-
dependently, but only through their interaction. ®

Argument Ill: The possibility of various stage in-
terpretations

Another reason for interest in this work, owing
to its polymaorphism, is the range of possibilities for
stage production. The key to staging Kancheli’s op-
era lies in carnival theater, with its numerous trans-
formations, which combines features of innovative
20"™-century directing—the influence of the epic and
political theater of Bertolt Brecht, Vladimir Mey-
erhold, and the theater of the absurd—offering the
director immense opportunities for staging. This is
clearly evident in the productions of both versions of
the opera, by Sturua and Didenko.

This is confirmed by the significant differences
between the Thbilisi and Bonn productions.

When comparing the original and new versions
of the opera, it becomes clear that several charac-

6 0.Chiladze’s novels, T. Abuladze’s “The Tree of Desire”, “Prayer”, “Repentance”, E. Shengelaia’s “Sherekileb”, “An
Extraordinary Exhibition”, O. loseliani’s “St. George’s Month” and others.

7 Kavtaradze, 80-iani, 1992, p.38.
8 Kavtaradze, Opera, 2004, p. 47
9 Kavtaradze, Musik, 2025, p. 40
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ters have been removed from the libretto and the
concept itself has changed. The theme of music, its
divine and almighty power, plays an important role
in the opera, as indicated by the original title, Da
ars Musica/And Let There Be Music. The theme of
war recedes, reinforcing the idea of the struggle
between good and evil. In Maxim Didenko’s pro-
duction at the Bonn Theater, war has become the
main theme, which is particularly relevant against
the backdrop of current political events; everything
fits into the logic of the specific war we are all expe-
riencing, and the symbolic figures, so to speak, take
on more realistic contours. As a mark of respect for
show business, Didenko designs the entire produc-
tion in the style of a revue, transforming it into a tru-
ly “bloody spectacle”. The performance stands out
for its striking visual elements. Galya Solodovnikova
achieves this with original, colourful costumes and
equally inventive sets. The space behind the scenes,
a continuation of the stage, enables additional spa-
tial effects, making it at times impossible to deter-
mine which dominates: expression and intensity, or
circus scenography.

Thanks to the use of enchanting directorial tech-
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