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Over the millennia, leaps in thought guided the development from
the cavemen to the Egyptian pyramids, the Sphinx and the Par-
thenon. Verbal art, however, advanced so far that it bequeathed
humanity enduring wonders: Gilgamesh, the Mahabharata, the
Iliad and the Odyssey, The Knight in the Panther’s Skin, The Di-
vine Comedy, the works of Shakespeare, Byron, Goethe, Hugo,
Schiller, Galaktion, and other brilliant minds.

Alongside literature, other branches of art also developed
with no less success. Yet, if we exclude the Renaissance, verbal
culture — especially over the last three centuries — has arguably
outstripped all other arts. Of course, it is conditional to speak of
the dominance of any single cultural branch in particular eras,
since all forms of art have, for millennia, performed the difficult
task of ennobling the human soul.

Generations paid for this with their lives. It was not easy for
a person blessed by God and endowed with talent from birth to
find a place in society, because those who partook of immortality
never traded the soul sacrificed to art for anything.
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Centuries passed under the insatiable desire of architects to
approach the sky by ascending the pyramids; Michelangelo’s ag-
onised prayer comes to mind as he knelt before the statue of the
prophet: “Moses, arise, speak to me!” (Parla! Visto che parli!)

Then, in the last century, the procession of art — solemn, in-
evitable, and, for everyone, almost unexpectedly — came to a halt.
What is happening in 21st-century Georgia, where The Knight in
the Panther’s Skin was written in the 12th century? We live in an
age of total illiteracy. During the Soviet regime, sociological sur-
veys were conducted on literacy. According to those surveys,
Rustaveli’s homeland — the Republic of Georgia, with its 5 mil-
lion population, was the most literate country within the Soviet
Empire of two hundred million people. Now, as an independent,
free, and developing country, Georgia ranks last in Europe in
book-purchasing rates. Today, a book is no longer the most pres-
tigious gift in Georgia.

I was a novice novelist when Konstantine Lortkipanidze —
director of the Nakaduli Publishing House at the time — published
50,000 copies of my first book. At that time, this was the average
print run for prose. Today, the circulation of a prose publication
rarely exceeds 200-300 copies, and a poetry collection, whoever
the author may be, is usually printed in no more than 100. Even
books produced in such meagre numbers have lain on shop
shelves for years. In practice, both the reader and the reader’s eth-
ical obligations have been lost.

What happened? Why did twenty-first-century Georgian
culture grow indifferent? Why did it so abruptly turn its back on
book presentations, exhibition halls, theatres and music halls?
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Since there is no coherent social order and the reader’s in-
terest has been lost, this has inevitably led to the devaluation of
taste. True, high-level literature is now almost never produced,
and a green light has been granted to graphomaniacs. Professional
critics have decided that this is no longer their season. Could it be
that the reader’s total disillusionment with culture is a specifically
Georgian phenomenon, while the rest of the world continues to
serve artistic thought with traditional devotion?

Since the second half of the twentieth century, citizens
across the world have silently abandoned the beau monde that, for
millennia, trained, refined, and ennobled their souls. Publishing
houses are disappearing one after another across Europe. Literary
magazines and newspapers have been discontinued in London,
Leipzig, Amsterdam, Rome, and elsewhere. Scientific journals at
universities can barely sustain themselves — often only in econom-
ic terms.

Other branches of art are not faring better. The Italian film
studio that once produced up to two hundred films a year now
makes only 25. Thanks to private funding, film studios in Paris
and London continue to operate. The Georgian Film Studio used
to produce 41 feature films per year; today it produces only two,
and even those are made, in part, with private funding.

The relentless enemy of Georgian culture — Mikheil Saa-
kashvili — after storming the Georgian Parliament with the help of
the Russian Federation and the United States and seizing power
by criminal means in November 2003, launched a furious assault
on Georgian cultural values.
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First, he attacked the Georgian Film Studio. He dismissed
its director, the famous and respected Rezo Chkheidze, and cut off
funding for the studio.

He then proposed transferring all Georgian theatres to a
self-financing economic model, while allowing only the Rustaveli
and Marjanishvili theatres to keep reduced state funding — enough
for two plays to be staged per year.

Soon he attacked the Georgian Writers’ Union. He abol-
ished all publishing houses and all literary magazines (Mnatobi,
Tsiskari, Kritika, Saunje, and others), closed the newspaper Liter-
aturuli Sakartvelo and the magazine Chveni Mtserloba, and re-
moved the 50-GEL scholarship from all members of the Georgian
Writers” Union, thereby condemning them to predictable starva-
tion. As if that were not enough, at midnight on 21 August 2007, a
special forces unit stormed the Writers’ Palace (13 Machabli St.).
They threw the most valuable memorial artefacts into the street
and seized the rich building of David Sarajishvili, PhD, and Akaki
Khoshtaria, one that Georgian writers had inherited in 1921 on
legal grounds.

The Writers’ Palace, where the Georgian Writers’ Union
had worked for a century, from which the national, authoritative
word of the writer used to spread across Georgia, where we would
bid farewell to our brilliant Georgian poets and writers, such as
Galaktion Tabidze, Konstantine Gamsakhurdia, George Leonidze,
Irakli Abashidze, Joseph Noneshvili, and others, was illegally
taken away from living Georgian writers by the Saakashvili ad-

ministration.
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The scientific and technical revolution has altered people’s
way of life. The world has accelerated so much that, if you fail to
keep pace, you are quickly excluded from everyday existence.
You become captive to the ocean of information and have almost
no time left in which to immerse yourself in the verbal nirvana of
the classics. The luxury enjoyed by our grandfathers — curling up
beside the ancestral hearth with a book, a magazine or a newspa-
per in hand — is far from the reality of modern life.

In this raging ocean of information, which I have described
as assaulting human life, one of the lifelines will undoubtedly be
played by a science called culturology. It scrupulously gathers the
centuries-old achievements of world culture and will provide the
modern, confused, and exhausted citizen with comprehensive
means of preserving, in essence, the good beginnings still within.
I believe that we will meet again, dear reader — not in a field hos-
pital, but in stadiums filled with spectators, in concert halls, at the
launch of a new book, a new play or a new film. Then I will once
again be a Georgian writer active for the social good, working
within the Georgian Writers’ Palace — not a former MP who failed
to achieve any useful changes while serving within the walls of
the Parliament of Georgia. Such is the logic of life.

I ——I— —
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