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ART AND THE SOCIOCULTURAL SPACE « THEATRE STUDIES

SOCIOCULTURAL SPACE OF THEATER IN QUEEN
TAMAR’S ERA

Lasha Chkhartishvili

Keywords: Theater of the Golden Age, Queen Tamar’s era, Sakhioba (performing art), secular theater of the Middle Ages

This article discusses medieval Georgian professional theater. It had to exist under conditions appropriate to the era,
those of strict censorship, which directly or indirectly expressed the monarchical narrative of feudal Georgia. Theater,
as one of the directions of performing arts, whose main weapon and instrument is the word, was significantly
influenced by the political, social, and cultural situation.

~ very era has its own theater. Theater, like other
== fields of art, reflects the era, and vice versa, the era
— is presented in any work of art. Medieval Georgian
professional theater also had to exist under the condi-
tions of the era, those of strict censarship, which directly
or indirectly expressed the monarchical narrative of feu-
dal Georgia. Theater, as one of the directions of perform-
ing arts, whose main weapon and instrument is the word,
was significantly influenced by the political, social, and
cultural situation.

The periods of David IV the Builder and Tamar are
hailed in the history of Georgia as the “Golden Age” but
the secular theater of this period was not free, pleasant,
independent due to strict censorship. Moreover, in the
legal code (or decree) of the Ruisi-Urbnisi Council or-
ganized by David IV the Builder in 1103 it is written: “The
performing house shall be raided....””?

It is true that secular theater was banned under Da-
vid IV the Builder but the theater art continued its exist-
ence and development in the form of folk, improvised,
mask theater called Berikaoba.

In Tamar’s era, the need to establish secular theater
was on the agenda. It was during her reign that Georgian
professional theater reached another level of develop-

T sbhsdedy, bagotmggmmb, 2005, ag. 10.
2 3030b0330em0, Jobmggamo, 1982, a3. 313.
3 god0dadgogmo, Grgob-1Mdbobob, 1978, ag. 78.

ment and the Royal Court Theater appeared, whose func-
tion was to entertain the public invited to royal receptions
(parties), international diplomatic meetings and special
occasions. It was during this period that an independent,
Georgian theatrical form, Sakhioba, was formed.

Story found in Sakhioba built on mythological, ro-
mantic, heroic and existential plots. Researchers (D.
Janelidze, K. Kekelidze, I. Javakhishvili, V. Kiknadze)
argue that the repertoire of Sakhioba includes: praise
(panegyric), satire (joking and scolding), polemical con-
versation (wit), representation of fables with elements
of pantomime. Performances include denunciative com-
ic scenes presented to the audience in the form of gro-
tesque. Sakhioba, as a theatrical form, existed for more
than five centuries (XII-XVII centuries) and this period
includes both “Tamar’s Reign” called the “Golden Age”
of the rise of feudal Georgia, as well as the subsequent
tragic centuries, when the Georgian state constantly
needed to defend itself and fight for survival.

Sakhioba as a theatrical form consists of speech,
dance and song, and the art of acrobats and jugglers, i.e.
components making up Sakhioba. Similar to Berikaoba
and Keenoba, the participants use masks. The monu-
ment of Georgian writing “Rusudaniani” describes its

4 ergbyosbosbo - dodaogmo IFghammdol dgamo, Gmdmal sghmdo 1Ebmdns, dohbgnmos Xl byngnbol dgamew (oogom
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participants. The author writes about the female actors:
“They were wearing clothes covered with such gems and
pearls, and they all had jewelry that glittered like stars,
they come out in pairs in turns, they play and two more
come out after them, each of them who come out, play
in a different way, play a different instrument and they
sing in a different voice.” Such performance was com-
mon in Georgia in the 12 century, as it is evidenced by
Shota Rustaveli’s text, when the character of the poem,
King Rostevan, “praised and sporting was increased with
rejoicing; they called the minstrel and the acrobat! wher-
ever they were found, many gifts were distributed, he
summoned all to the throne-room.”

Sakhioba was performed during outdoor public cele-
brations, in city and village squares, and in some cases, in
special buildings called “performing house” or “spectacle
house.” Sakhioba had a complex composition. This is in-
dicated by theater historians. “Each member of Sakhioba
had to overcome a number of difficulties in order to reach
the whole performance and to bear the fruit of their joint
creation. After all, this was not a concert where each par-
ticipant only presents his own talent. It was one whale,
a performance based on this or that story. All the partic-
ipants involved in it had their own obligation, and all of
them together had the obligation of the entire unity. The
existence of Sanagharo, a peculiar theater school, also
indicates that only those who know how to participate
in Sakhioba could participate.”® Therefore, Sakhioba was
a real theatrical performance, since it required the art of
transformation from the actor, it included the realization
of the actor by the given poetic work.

Georgian Sakhioba had a centuries-old tradition of
development during King Tamar’s reign and experienced
revival in the “Golden Age.”” Along with historical sourc-
es, Shota Rustaveli’s The Knight in the Panther’s Skin
also gives us some information about the Sakhioba of
this period.

In The Knight in the Panther's Skin Fatman says:
“l used to sing and dance, and change my hair.” It turns

5 20bgaody, bobomds, 1972, ag. 215.
6 ndydsdy, bobano, 1999, 3. 94.

out that Fatman played the role of a young man too and
changed her clothes (theatrical costume). The established
aesthetic views served as the basis for the development
of Sakhioba. These views were reflected in the prologue
to Shota Rustaveli’s The Knight in the Panther’s Skin. The
poet considered “poetry” to be one of the branches of wis-
dom, and one of the genres of poetry, “the third verse”, i.e.
dramatic poetry, required clear expression and monumen-
tality of what was said. “He who utters, somewhere, one
or two verses cannot be called a poet,” wrote Rustaveli.
“Rustaveli supported the predominance of minor genres
in drama and fought to restore monumental genres in
dramatic writing.... For Rustaveli, the question of the lis-
tener (spectator) is particularly interesting. In order to get
pleasure (pre-purification and pre-learning) in the perfor-
mance (theater), the audience must be fit by preparation
and awareness. Rustaveli posed the question of the au-
dience willing to watch the performance, and this is also
significant, as it reveals the advancement of the aesthetic
thinking of that time”.®

During Tamar’s reign, Georgian theater represented
an indigenous theater based on the centuries-old tradi-
tion and resources of singers and musicians. The reviv-
al of the performing arts of the 12" century is evidenced
by the presence of many types of spectacular buildings
(“performing house”, “festival house” and others) and
the luxurious clothing of the performer. All this is reflect-
ed not only in The Knight in the Panther’s Skin but also in
historical sources and artistic texts of Tamar’s era.

Sakhioba should be understood as a concept con-
taining many kinds of spectacular genres, because
Queen Tamar’s historian writes that at the time of
Tamar’s wedding there were “plenty of performanc-
es” and in another place he mentions “the diversity of
many kinds of performing.” ® Visramiani reads: “There
were poets and minstrels who wrote poems of praise
and prayers”, i.e. depending on the nature of Sakhioba
(performance). Poets, minstrels used to cite praises or
prayer poems. According to the words of Queen Tamar’s
first historian, during Tamar’s second marriage, “he was

7 ogdémb babs - abhmeogmo 3gbhomoo degam s bengnbggddo, X1 boggnbol dmmmosb XIII bynsgnbgdog bgstmggmml
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8 20bgamody, bobomds, 1972. ag. 216-217.
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a poet and wrote different types of poems.” Therefore,
Sakhioba was not music in the modern sense, but it had
a spectacular appearance, and that’s why Sakhioba was
not “heard,” but “watched,”™ Dimitri Janelidze opines.
Sakhioba was also held at Tamar’s royal court when
receiving foreign guests. A number of historical sources
provide us with information about this, including Queen
Tamar’s historian, the author of “History and Eulogies of
the Crowned One.” The author wrote: “Eloquence and in-
dolence of the nobles’ servants of the house, the moods
of many kinds of performers, minstrels and players...”"
This tradition continued until the end of the 18" century.
Dimitri Janelidze, a researcher of the history of
Georgian theater, believes that the performance of
Sophocles’ and Euripides’ tragedies and Menander’s
comedies would be appreciated by the narrow circle of
the king’s court, just like in Byzantium, in Georgia too.
“The higher education institutions in Georgia at that
time: Gelati and lkalto Academies and Georgian semi-
naries created outside of Georgia, abroad contributed to
the recovery and assimilation of the traditions of ancient
culture by teaching and performing Hellenic tragedies,”
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Thus, the theater of the period of “Georgia’s Gold-
en Age” developed despite the fact that it had to work
under the conditions of censorship. As a proof of devel-
opment we can consider the formation of the original
theater genre, Sakhioba. The theater in Tamar’s era was
a secular type of theater in concept and content, and it
was aimed at an audience with a high social status, i.e.
an educated, literate society. Therefore, the leadership of
the theater of the High Middle Ages, who worked at the
kings’ court, had to be from the aristocracy themselves,
since they had to know how to read and write. Only the
feudal lord had the right to use such an opportunity.

The theaterin Tamar’s era was a governmental struc-
ture, which in fact shared the state policy and worldview.
It carried the ideology of the 12""-century Georgian state.
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