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Malkhaz Matsaberidze
The Act of Independence of May 26, 1918, in Georgian Museums
Abstract
The Act of Independence of May 26, 1918, is not merely a
historical document within Georgian museums; it is the primary symbol

of the country’s sovereignty and European identity. The context of its
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exhibition emphasizes a definitive rupture with Russian imperialism and

a direct link to modern Georgian democracy.

Key locations where the 1918 Act of Independence is presented:

The National Archives of Georgia (Exhibition Pavilion) This is the
repository where the original Act of Independence is preserved. The
original is rarely placed on permanent display due to the risk of damage
to the paper and ink. However, on Independence Day (May 26), the
Archives organize special viewings. The document is presented alongside
other materials from that era: the flag and coat of arms of the First
Republic, and photographs of the members of the Constituent Assembly.

The Georgian National Museum (Simon Janashia Museum) The
"Museum of Soviet Occupation" is located on the top floor, where the Act
of Independence holds a central place. The Act is presented as "freedom
lost and later restored." The exposition highlights the contrast between
the democratic surge of 1918-1921 and the Bolshevik occupation of 1921.
A replica of the Act is illuminated and displayed alongside memorial
items belonging to political figures of that period (Noe Zhordania, Akaki
Chkhenkeli, etc.).

Nearly the entire political elite of the time signed the Act,
underscoring a national consensus - a crucial element in the context of
democracy. It is noteworthy that on March 12, 1919, the members of the
Constituent Assembly of Georgia re-signed the Act of Independence.

Museums portray the Act not as an accidental event, but as a
symbol of progressiveness. In 1918, Georgia recognized women's suffrage
and the equality of religious and ethnic minorities. The legal legacy is also
emphasized: the Act of Restoration of Independence of April 9, 1991, is
based precisely on the 1918 document, a connection often shown through

parallel exhibitions.
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Visiting this document in museums leaves the impression that in
1918, Georgia was a fully-fledged European democracy whose
development was forcibly halted by Russian occupation.

How can the presentation of the 1918 Act of Independence be
improved?

The presentation of the Act should not just be a display of a
document - it should be an experience that conveys the emotional and
intellectual charge of that era to the visitor. Considering modern
technologies and new historical research, exhibitions can be improved in
several directions:

Interactive and Multimedia Storytelling Paper behind glass can feel
"dry" to many. The document needs to be brought to life, for instance,
through the biographies of the signers. The Act was signed by 88 people
(one signature remains illegible). Museums could feature digital panels
where clicking on a signature opens the story of that individual - who
they were and what fate befell them after the occupation (many were
executed or died in exile). An audio-visual reconstruction could also be
implemented: using special headphones, visitors could hear the reading of
the Act and the sounds of the era's ovations (reconstructed or archival
recordings).

Global Context The Act could be presented within a regional and
global context. The museum could show that in 1918, Georgia was part of
the European democratic trend. Alongside the Act, democratic processes
occurring in Europe at the time (e.g., the Weimar Republic or Polish
independence) could be displayed.

A Wall of Values The core principles derived from the Act
(equality, freedom of religion, etc.) should be compared with modern
European values to emphasize the consistency of the path chosen by the

country.
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Living History A digital board or blank space could be placed next
to the 1918 Act where visitors can write what independence means to
them today. This transforms the document from a relic of the past into a
living process.

Educational Corner for Children Teaching democracy should begin
at an early age. For example, a "Become a Signatory" corner could be set
up, where children symbolically sign an "Act of Independence," pledging
to be free and responsible citizens.

Why is this important? The proper presentation of the 1918 Act in
museums dismantles nihilism. When a citizen sees that 100 years ago
their ancestors managed to build statehood from scratch, they gain the
belief that today's challenges can also be overcome.

The synthesis of both components - seeing the original document
and learning personal stories - turns the museum into a "time machine."
The original gives the sense that history is real, while personal stories
provide emotional depth. In an ideal exposition, the original Act should
be at the center in an almost sacred environment. Seeing the 107-year-old
paper and ink makes it clear that independence was not an abstract idea -
it was a bold decision made in a specific room on a specific day.

Around the Act, portraits and brief histories of the signatories
should be arranged. These individuals were not just politicians; they were
writers, lawyers, and teachers. For example:

Noe Zhordania: The leader who declared independence. His story
is a journey from imperial prison to the head of an independent country.

Minadora Orjonikidze-Toroshelidze: One of the female signatories.
Her story perfectly demonstrates the progressiveness of Georgian society
at the time, and her biography is a symbol of the tragedy of occupation.

Giorgi Gvazava: A National-Democrat who contributed
significantly to drafting the text. His story shows that independence was a

common cause for people of different ideologies.
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Infographics showing the fate of the signatories after 1921 would
be poignant: how many were executed in 1924 or 1937; how many died
in exile longing for their homeland; how many remained in Georgia and
suffered repression. This allows the visitor to feel the price these
individuals paid by signing the Act.

When we see the document, we take pride in our statehood. When
we read the stories, we feel responsibility. A person leaving the museum
should feel: "This country is mine, and I am obligated to protect this
freedom."

Keywords: Democratic Republic of Georgia, Act of Independence
of May 26, 1918, museums, politics of memory.



