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The creative works of the prominent 20th-century writer Levan Gotua reflect the
author’s stance on the processes taking place within the Soviet sphere. His novels,
short stories, and dramas capture the significant social and spiritual transformations
characteristic of his era. Among Gotua’s artistic output, his dramaturgy remains the least
explored. In this article, we aim to analyze L. Gotua’s play “Shota Rustaveli” from a de-
ideologized perspective, highlighting its literary and aesthetic values and revealing the
writer’s subjective attitude toward the issues addressed in the play. Discussing this play
from a modern perspective will allow us to determine its place in the writer’s work and
in the history of twentieth-century Georgian dramaturgy in general. Unlike his other
plays, in “ Shota Rustaveli”, the writer employs unique artistic techniques such as the
inner monologue, text within a text, and the concept of theatre within the theatre, which
brings the drama closer to modernist artistic practices. “Shota Rustaveli” demonstrates
the construction of an independent artistic reality, the duplication of theatrical space—

essentially, a play within a play—resulting in a form of self-reflection in terms of structure.
Keywords: Gotua, drama, Shota Rustaveli, modernism, metadrama.

L. Gotua’s play Shota Rustaveli, written in the 1940s, was published
posthumously in 1979 (Soviet Art, 1979). Georgian literary criticism largely
overlooked this work, with only a few individual responses (Kankava 1985).

The creation of the play Shota Rustaveli was a bold attempt to depict a
historical yet simultaneously legendary and heroic figure in Georgian literature.
The scarcity of biographical information about Shota Rustaveli and the various
versions of his life circulating among the people provided the author with
significant creative freedom in shaping the poet’s artistic image and envisioning
the events of the drama. According to folk traditions, Rustaveli was persecuted
by the clergy. Many scholars rely on these accounts and attribute his exile to
various reasons, including apostasy, his worldview, the ideology of pantheistic
materialism, Neoplatonism, and others.

The plot of the work unfolds against the backdrop of the conflict between
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Shota Rustaveli, his contemporary noblemen, and high-ranking clergy, ultimately
leading to the poet’s exile from his homeland. Gotua portrays Rustaveli as a
free thinker, banished for rejecting established rules and norms. As an internal
emigrant himself, Gotua was particularly drawn to the fate of a poet who, though
persecuted in his lifetime, was universally recognized after his death.

In crafting Rustaveli’s portrait, the author focuses on the protagonist’s
determination - to uphold his beliefs, preserve his human dignity, and prioritize
love for his homeland over personal interests. The tragic life of Rustaveli, as
depicted in the drama, serves as a striking example of how even in King Tamar’s
era, progressive thinkers were persecuted, and the pursuit of new ideas was
unacceptable. Opportunists hiding behind the name of Christ - just as Soviet
ideologues did in Gotua’s time - clipped the wings of free-thinking writers and
turned them into mere sycophants.

Unlike his other dramas, in Shota Rustaveli, the author employs artistic
techniques that bring the play closer to modernist literary practices. One such
technique, “text within a text,” is widely used throughout the drama. Here, two
different texts intertwine: the main narrative - the legend of Shota Rustaveli’s life
-is seamlessly blended with excerpts from “The Knight in the Panther’s Skin” and
the events depicted in it.

Young scribes read “The Knight in the Panther’s Skin” everywhere: in the
palace, by the river, secretly in a church, and even during battle. Torn pages from
the poem and its sacred verses become a powerful weapon in achieving victory
over the enemy. Throughout the play, characters cite passages from “The Knight
in the Panther’s Skin” to justify their arguments, and the phrase “the conquest of
Kajeti Fortress” is generalized to symbolize victory over an enemy, the fulfillment
of a goal, or the achievement of an aspiration.

Moreover, all characters, including Rustaveli’s adversaries, speak in the poet’s
own vocabulary. The author employs this artistic device to illustrate the profound
influence of “The Knight in the Panther’s Skin” on the spiritual development of
the nation.

The use of inner monologue in the drama, both in its nature and function, brings
“Shota Rustaveli” closer to modernist texts. In this case, the inner monologue
reveals the unconscious thoughts of the characters. The writer employs this
technique to convey the most delicate emotions - particularly in scenes where
King Tamar and Shota Rustaveli stand together on stage. At these moments, the
unconscious worlds of both characters are unveiled, allowing the audience to
perceive their deepest, unspoken feelings.

When discussing the artistic aspects of the work, the writer’s greatest
achievement is considered to be the introduction of an artistic device such as
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theater within a theater (a performance within a performance). From this
perspective, L. Gotua’s drama Shota Rustaveli can be considered a metadrama.
While the term itself became more widely recognized in art criticism later on,
the concept of theater within a theater is an ancient theme that was reworked in
the mid-20th century.

In Shota Rustaveli, Gotua demonstrates the construction of an independent
artistic reality, the doubling of theatrical space - essentially a play within a play
-serving as a form of self-reflection in terms of structure. When we refer to this
artistic device, we are specifically talking about the folk theatre or, in the author’s
words, the choral pantomime, which, while the main action of the drama
unfolds, simultaneously presents a performance in which the members of the folk
troupe embody characters from "The Knight in the Panther’s Ski” (Chikovani,
1937): Tarieli, Avtandili, Nestan-Darejani, and Fridoni. They perform these
roles with appropriate masks, costumes, and characteristic attributes, creating
a distinct layer within the drama.In both cases - both in the main drama and in
the embedded performance -the essential components of drama are preserved:
author—character-reader (viewer). In the folk theatre, the narrator of the text is
people, while the characters are the revived heroes of the folk Tarieliani. As for
the audience, they are the characters of the drama “Shota Rustaveli”.

By employing new principles in constructing dramatic action, the writer was
able to introduce changes to the traditional structure of the play and reshape
its model. We believe that through the use of this technique (“Theatre within
the theatre”), the writer masterfully illustrated the nation’s attitude toward
“The Knight in the Panther’s Skin”, demonstrating that the poet’s inspiration
is nurtured by the country’s history, its people, and their spiritual wealth. It is
evident that a work with such a spirit could not have been published during
the author’s contemporary era. The publication of this drama after the writer’s
death must have had its own reasons. The journal, which brought past events
into the modern era by publishing Gothua’s play, stood in opposition to the era
of stagnation during Brezhnev’s rule - a time when the Georgian government,
instead of pursuing national interests, was engaged in a Kremlin-oriented policy.
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