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Theater and political processes have never been fully separated from each other, instead influencing each other—at
the very least, theater seeks to impact society and ennoble it, using criticism as a means to improve the collective
condition. Political processes, in turn, exert influence on theater and the creative process, as political developments
often provoke and stimulate theatrical engagement. Art has never existed in isolation from political realities.

Even under conditions of strict censorship and ideological control, Georgian theater succeeded in producing works
of high artistic value, distinguished by the sharpness with which they addressed pressing social and political issues.
To achieve this, theater developed a language of metaphor, using symbols and semiotic signs to communicate with
the audience.

Contemporary Georgian theater (since 1991), now free from ideological censorship, has been repeatedly targeted
public censorship. Ideological censorship has been replaced by societal censorship. Despite resistance, contemporary
Georgian theatercontinues to speak truthfully and differently from its stages, striving to awaken public consciousness.
The political events that unfolded in Georgia in 2024-2025 clearly demonstrated theater’s influence on political
processes—and conversely, how ongoing political developments provoke theatrical responses.

In late 2004 and early 2005, in response to political developments in the country, both state and private theaters
suspended performances as an act of protest. Vaso Abashidze New Theater halted its productions for an indefinite
period, followed by the dismissal of Davit Doiashvili from his post as artistic director. Due to public protest, the
administration of the Royal District Theater was forced to suspend performances of Data Tavadze’s production
Liberté. The emerging political reality also inspired responses such as Joseph by Gega Gagnidze at Theater on
Atoneli and The Factory Girls by loseb Nemsadze at Rustavi Theater. The latest political processes were also
addressed by Ketevan Samkharadze’s performance, alongside works by other directors of various generations and
political views.

truly separate—they inevitably influence each  and the creative process, often serving as a source

other. Theater aims to foster social improve- of provocation that drives artistic response. In this
ment by means of critical reflection. At the very sense, art has never existed in isolation from polit-
least, theater seeks to affect its audience through ical reality.

T heater and political processes have never been  its sophistication. Politics, in turn, influences theater
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Theater can never be entirely apolitical, because
at its core lies a certain politics—and its aim is to
critique the existing order. The theories and writ-
ings of Aristotle, Bertolt Brecht, Augusto Boal, and
Antonin Artaud all affirm the idea that theater and
politics are deeply interconnected—so much so that
to separate them is, in many ways, impossible.

Since the emergence of professional theater—
beginning with the development of drama literature
in ancient democratic Greece—theater has served
as an institution that rigorously critiques state pol-
icy. Social criticism and the exposure of societal
ills have always been at the heart of its mission.
“Tragedy and democracy developed hand in hand,
and from the fifth century onward, theater had a
clearly defined social and political function.” The-
ater scholar Christian Meier considers that “ancient
Greek theater was a political instrument—a civic
space used by politicians to advance their own in-
terests, while theater itself used the stage to ex-
amine state policy and socio-economic reform. The
political pronouncements of mythological figures,
spoken from the stage, had a powerful influence
on public interpretations of contemporary politics.
Ancient theater prepared the foundations for classi-
cist theater.”? It was precisely this kind of approach
and these principles that formed the foundation of
classicist theater (Moliere, Corneille, Racine), which
actively challenged and influenced the political pro-
cesses in France.

Over these 26 centuries, theater has formed into
a public institution supported either by the state or
citizens, consistently reflecting the society in which
it exists. Society, in turn, is determined by its po-
litical structures, laws, ideologies, and systems of
power. Every performance, whether consciously or
not, carries an ideological message—whether it af-
firms the status quo, challenges it, or imagines al-
ternative possibilities.

Theater is a civic space—a platform for engaging
with complex and often controversial issues, initi-
ating dialogue, and raising public awareness. It fre-
quently examines the dynamics of power, oppres-
sion, resistance, and social transformation. Even in
times when doing so was nearly impossible, theater
has continued to express and transmit ideological

1 Wiles, Theater, 2000. p. 49.
2 Meier, The Political, 1993, p. 236.
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messages to the public. Georgian theater has al-
ways been inherently political—from early folk per-
formance traditions such as Berikaoba and Keenoba,
both offering sharp social and political critique. The
works of Sandro Akhmeteli, Mikheil Tumanishvili,
Robert Sturua, and Temur Chkheidze were likewise
grounded in political expression, sparking public de-
bate and leaving a lasting impact on Georgian so-
ciety.

Even under strict censorship and ideological con-
trol, Georgian theater continued to produce works
of high artistic value, distinguished by their bold
engagement with pressing contemporary issues. To
do so, it developed and refined a language of meta-
phor, using symbols and semiotic signs to communi-
cate with its audience.

Contemporary Georgian theater, since 1991, is no
longer subject to state censorship, yet it has fre-
guently come under public pressure. Where once
ideology imposed limits, social censorship has tak-
en its place. Still, in the face of resistance, Geor-
gian theater continues to speak out. From its stag-
es, we hear voices, thoughts, and perspectives that
challenge dominant narratives, offering alternative
interpretations and helping to awaken civic aware-
ness.

The political events of 2024-2025 in Georgia—in
particular, the wave of protests over the official re-
sults of the parliamentary elections and the exces-
sive use of force by the police—reiterated the deep
interdependence of theater and politics. The reper-
toire policies of theaters such as the New Stage of
Vaso Abashidze Music and Drama Theater and the
Royal District Theater in 2023-2025 took an open
and unequivocal stance in criticizing authorities and
how country’s political process provoked develop-
ments in the theater scene.

In late 2024 and early 2025, a significant number
of Georgian theater artists actively joined the wave
of civil resistance. Both state-funded and private
theaters temporarily suspended performances in
protest. Actors, directors, and other theater profes-
sionals who took part in the demonstrations were
arrested or fined, further fuelling public discontent.
The arrest of actor Andro Chichinadze from Vaso
Abashidze New Theater during one such protest
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prompted the theater to cancel all performances in-
definitely, a decision soon followed by the dismissal
of David Doiashvili from his position as artistic di-
rector.

Rustavi Theater responded to the unfolding po-
litical events with a timely production of The Factory
Girls by Irish playwright Frank McGuinness (1982).
Directed by loseb Nemsadze, the decades-old play
was revived with such immediacy and resonance
that its characters strongly echoed contemporary
Georgian realities. Set in a factory where female
workers launch a strike to defend their labor rights,
the play explores not only the management’s re-
sponse to the protest but also the internal frictions
among the workers themselves. Though united by a
shared vision of a better future, their individual am-
bitions and personal tensions begin to erode their
common purpose. In this production, the director
offers a compelling artistic response to the current
political climate—and to the sincere (and not-so-
sincere) people swept up in it.

“Against the backdrop of political instability and
social conflict, Rustavi Theater’s production power-
fully reflects the reality and environment in which
we live here and now. That is why Frank McGuin-
ness’s The Factory Girls resonates so strongly. It
prompts the audience to reflect on many important
issues while also reassuring them that struggle and
protest always have a purpose. This play is for pes-
simists and nihilists—it aims to awaken their opti-
mism.”3

The director emphasizes the importance of sol-
idarity among those involved in protest and their
unwavering commitment to fighting for freedom,
one that will ultimately be crowned with victory.
Soso Nemsadze offers optimism to viewers who
feel despair in the face of current realities, assuring
them that despite obstacles and mutual intolerance,
struggle will bring results.

The Theater on Atoneli approaches current
events in the country with biting sarcasm and sharp
irony. Joseph, a play by Gega Gagnidze, is based on
Franz Kafka’s novel The Trial. With its unique narra-
tive style, sophisticated staging, and keen sarcasm,

3 Chkhartishvili, Optimistic, 2025.
4 Chkhartishvili, When, 2025.

5 Ochiauri, losebi, 2025.

6 Ibid, 2025.

the play tells—or rather shows—a story about us,
about the reality we live in, and the daily routine that
has become ritualized. The story the director pres-
ents affects everyone, both directly and indirectly.
For some, it is physical destruction; for others, psy-
chological and spiritual annihilation.“* Director Gega
Gagnidze portrays two sides simultaneously: on one
hand, the political system and its representatives;
on the other, innocent citizens who cannot under-
stand why they are being persecuted for crimes they
did not commit.

Joseph explores a range of contemporary
themes: totalitarianism and the police state, injus-
tice, persecution, oppression, insecurity, violence,
the victimization of innocence, and punishment, and,
within these conditions, the psychology, behavior,
and existence of the individual. “If we look closely or
simply observe what is happening, and consider the
eternal and universal questions and problems the
play raises, we receive an accurate imprint of reali-
ty—with characters as prototypes, familiar individu-
al and collective faces, and situations well-known,
tested, and exposed,”® adds critic Lela Ochiuri.

The play artistically portrays a state institution,
a system composed of both professional, educat-
ed personnel and unprofessional, uneducated staff.
These individuals feed off one another, age within
the institution, and repeatedly make the same mis-
takes regardless of their positions. Watching this
fictional story unfold on stage, viewers inevitably
draw associations and parallels to the time, envi-
ronment, and reality in which we live. “The police
are everywhere. But justice is nowhere to be found.
The police side with Joseph morning, noon, or night,
they persistently knock on doors or ring the bell re-
peatedly. The accused are presented with court or-
ders for nonexistent crimes and held accountable for
acts that did not—and could not—have been com-
mitted.”’® The production has been widely praised by
critics, who highlight not only its artistic merits but
also the play’s relevance in light of recent political
and social developments, reflecting our times.

In Gega Gagnidze’s production, nothing is acci-
dental: every word, every action, every musical ac-
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cent, every detail of the set and costumes, the skill-
ful lighting, and the actors’ manner of speech and
movement are in perfect harmony. Certain scenes,
as well as the characters’ expressions and behav-
iors, evoke associations with current events and sit-
uations recently witnessed by the audience through
social media or television. It reminds everyone of
incidents in which many participants and eyewit-
nesses are themselves members of the audience.
Notably, Joseph by Gega Gagnidze stands out not
only for its political focus but also for its distinctive
form and stylistic approach.

The impact of theater on society and political
processes is also evident in Data Tavadze’s play Lib-
erté, performed at the Royal District Theater in 2004.
This play serves as a manifesto on a wide range of
topics: citizens and the state, global politics and pol-
iticians, the relationship between art and the state,
and contemporary art and artists. Throughout the
performance, the phrase “Theater governs you, and
theater compels you” sounds from the stage. Liberté
repeats phrases, scenes, and sentences character-
istic of Data Tavadze’s working style and directing
technique, intensifying the emotional impact and
crafting a language rich in symbolism and metaphor.

The production has been widely praised by crit-
ics, who highlight not only its artistic merits but also
the play’s relevance in light of recent political and
social developments, reflecting our times. “Through
Joseph, Gega Gagnidze and the creative team warn
us that if we—the people—do not resist and instead
accept and adapt to the distorted forms of the state
system, we will perish, becoming soulless beings
who blindly obey orders—victims of the system.
And if the system deems it necessary, it will cut our
throats and kill us like dogs.”’

“The performers and the director construct the
performance around the connection between past
and present; historical reflection is just as vital as
the discussion of today’s sociopolitical realities. The
production explores themes of crime, memory, and
reconciliation. Once again, the theater serves as a
platform for critically examining the social and po-
litical challenges facing Georgia today. Inequality,
injustice, identity, and the rise of extremism — these
are the issues that Data Tavadze and his creative

7 Vasadze, ugly, 2025.
8 Mamatashvili, God is dead, 2005
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team confront with their trademark sarcasm, humor,
and, at times, brutality.””® The performance sparked
a strong reaction from certain segments of the pub-
lic, who staged a protest outside the Royal District
Theater, effectively pressuring theater management
to suspend the production.

The authorities perceived undesirable messages
in the production Liberté and, by provoking a wave
of protest from certain segments of the public, suc-
ceeded in effectively neutralizing the theater’s man-
agement and creative team. The suspension of the
performance sparked widespread public outcry in
Georgia, particularly among artists and civil society
activists. It was broadly viewed as yet another in-
stance of the government’s attempt to assert con-
trol over cultural spaces and interfere with artistic
freedom.

The productions and events discussed here make
it clear that contemporary Georgian theater and pol-
itics are closely interwoven, forming a complex and
often fraught relationship in which each side visibly
influences the other. This interplay has become es-
pecially pronounced in recent times, as the country
undergoes a period of acute social, political, and
ideological transformation.

Contemporary Georgian theater actively engages
with the country’s political processes and responds
to them in real time. It often serves as a platform
for critical voices, a space where social pain, disillu-
sionment, protest, and hope are expressed. By con-
fronting urgent issues such as corruption, injustice,
restrictions on freedom, identity crises, occupation,
and social inequality, directors and playwrights help
to ignite public dialogue and foster civic awareness.

In this context, theater often acts as a mirror, re-
flecting the political climate of the country, and at
times, as an active agent that influences public sen-
timent and, to some extent, even the political agen-
da. Precisely because of this function—as a kind of
social barometer—theater often provokes irritation
from those in power and becomes a target of polit-
ical interference.

Theatre is inconceivable without politics. | be-
lieve that every play or theatrical production, in
one way or another, embodies certain political di-
mensions. These may relate to social or econom-
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ic issues, which themselves constitute elements
of public policy. However, not all theatre scholars
share this view. For example, Michael Kirby argues
that not every play or performance is concerned
with politics. In 2020, Columbia University profes-
sor Olivia M. Matthews published the article Polit-
ical Theatre: Entertainment or Instrument of Social
Change?, in which she engages in a discussion with
Michael Kirby on this issue and concludes: “In 2020,
a Gallup poll found that some of the most important
political issues to American voters are the economy,
education, healthcare, terrorism and national secu-
rity, immigration, gun policies, race relations, abor-
tion, wealth and income inequality, climate change,
and LGBTQ+ rights. Most of these issues do not
deal directly with how the government is run, but
they are issues of public policy. Public policy deals
with social laws and the interaction of the politi-
cal with the real world.” Kirby argues that “if a play
does not adopt a specific political position and does
not call for action, then it should not be classified as
political theatre.” “l disagree with this idea,”® writes
Olivia M. Matthews.

Politics, in turn, exerts a significant influence on
theater, both directly (through state funding and de-
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